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Introduction 



This book represents a conversation among educators and others concerned 
with language and literacy development. The conversation began by chance 
at an international conference on literacy when Catherine Snow and Lily 
Wong Fillmore began talking about the escalating demands that the educa- 
tional system in the United States places on teachers without giving them the 
support they need to meet those demands. Snow had just chaired a National 
Research Council committee on Prevention of Reading Difficulties in Young 
Children that focused on what teachers need to know to provide children 
with the opportunities that they deserve to learn to read. Surveying teacher 
education programs across the country, the committee found that few pro- 
grams provided the depth and breadth of information that committee mem- 
bers felt was needed. At the same time, Fillmore had been pressing for more 
attention to language and literacy in teacher education. Clearly, the two schol- 
ars agreed, teachers need more knowledge about these domains than teacher 
education programs typically provide. They decided to develop a paper laying 
out their views and circulate it to colleagues for comment. 

That paper — the first draft of this volume’s focal chapter, “What Teachers 
Need to Know About Language” — came to the attention of Carol Rasco, 
who at that time worked in the Office of Educational Research and 
Improvement (OERI) in the U. S. Department of Education. Rasco persuaded 
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Snow and Fillmore to expand the paper and to develop a workshop that 
would help educators think creatively about some of the issues raised in 
the paper. The particular issue addressed in the workshop was how to think 
about language and literacy, which can be hard, especially for educators 
who themselves had no difficulty acquiring language and literacy skills. 
Good readers may find it difficult to understand why someone else would 
have trouble reading. Snow and Fillmore conducted their workshop in 
1999 at three regional conferences on Improving America’s Schools organ- 
ized by the U.S. Department of Education. Practitioners’ questions and 
comments there expanded the conversation. A composite videotape and 
viewers’ guide, Why Reading Is Hard, were developed to bring the confer- 
ence workshop to those involved in the professional development of teach- 
ers (www.WhyReadingIsHard.com). 



Perspectives on Teachers' Knowledge About 
Language 

Centered on Fillmore and Snow’s paper, this volume adds voices to the con- 
versation about what teachers need to know about language. Chapter 1 is a 
revised version of the original Fillmore and Snow paper. The revisions were 
made in response to readers’ comments and questions on earlier versions. In 
subsequent chapters, we invited colleagues from several educational domains 
to comment on the first chapter and to discuss implications of Fillmore and 
Snow’s arguments for the particular area in which they work. 

This volume begins then with Fillmore and Snow’s exposition on the lan- 
guage knowledge that all teachers need. The authors argue that teachers need 
a depth and breadth of expertise about language because of the range of func- 
tions they must serve. As communicators with students from diverse back- 
grounds, teachers need to understand that structural differences among 
languages and contrasting cultural patterns for language use may well affect 
their students’ discourse. In their role as educators, teachers need to know 
how English proficiency develops in native speakers and in speakers who are 
learning English as a second language. Understanding language development 
and acquisition helps teachers select appropriate materials for their students. 
Similarly, fulfilling their role as evaluators means knowing what language 
behaviors to expect based on students’ language backgrounds, so as not to 
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confuse predictable dialect and language learning features with language 
delay. Teachers are also expected to know about language by virtue of their 
role as educated human beings, and to contribute this information to discus- 
sions in schools and beyond. Finally, teachers are important agents of social- 
ization, who support children’s developing identities as students and who help 
children from backgrounds that contrast with schools’ expectations learn to 
function comfortably in another language and culture. 

Having established this functional rationale for their argument, Fillmore and 
Snow outline what teachers should know about language in terms of ques- 
tions they should be able to answer and relate to their classroom practice. The 
first set of questions focuses on oral language: 

• What are the basic units of language? 

• What’s regular and what isn’t? 

• How is the lexicon acquired and structured? 

• Are vernacular dialects different from “bad English” and, if so, how? 

• What is academic English? 

• Why has the acquisition of English by non-English-speaking children not 
been more universally successful? 

The second set concerns written language: 

• Why is English spelling so complicated? 

• Why do some children have more trouble than others in developing early 
reading skills? 

• Why do students have trouble with structuring narrative and expository 
writing? 

• How should one judge the quality and correctness of a piece of writing? 

• What makes a sentence or a text easy or difficult to understand? 

The chapter’s final section lists courses or course components that would help 
teachers answer these questions: Language and Linguistics, Language and 
Cultural Diversity, Sociolinguistics for Educators in a Linguistically Diverse 
Society, Language Development, Second Language Learning and Teaching, 
The Language of Academic Discourse, and Text Analysis and Language 
Understanding in Educational Settings. 
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In the second chapter, “Language and Early Childhood Programs,” Sue 
Bredekamp, Director of Research at the Council for Early Childhood 
Professional Recognition, applauds Fillmore and Snow’s vision of teacher 
knowledge. She also explains why it seems unattainable for teachers of pre- 
school children. Despite research evidence of the potential for high-quality 
early childhood education programs to prevent later school failure, particu- 
larly if a strong emphasis is placed on language development, this advantage is 
not available to all children because there are too few high-quality programs. 
Early childhood programs are often staffed by teachers with minimal qualifi- 
cations, and there is high turnover because teachers are poorly paid. As things 
stand, concludes Bredekamp, it is unlikely that teachers in early childhood 
programs will be able to develop the full array of knowledge about language 
that they need. 

Two commentaries from teacher educators agree with Bredekamp and with 
each other that Fillmore and Snow have outlined teacher knowledge that is 
crucial to improving education in a diverse society. Both emphasize, however, 
that adding new courses to teacher education curricula is simply impossible, 
no matter how essential the body of knowledge. The authors propose some 
possible solutions to this problem. In chapter 3, “Educating Teachers About 
Language,” Leonard Baca and Kathy Escamilla suggest including language and 
literacy study throughout the undergraduate and graduate curriculum, as well 
as in in-service training. In chapter 4, “Teacher Knowledge About Language,” 
Virginia Richardson suggests new ways to contextualize the foundational 
knowledge identified by Fillmore and Snow. It might be used in professional 
development programs to help determine what practical knowledge teaching 
demands. Pursuing a set of themes that are close to classroom practice and 
that cut across many foundational areas could bring together formal and prac- 
tical knowledge about language. 

In chapter 5, “Incorporating Linguistic Knowledge in Standards for Teacher 
Performance,” Donna M. Gollnick of the National Council for Accreditation 
of Teacher Education (NCATE) shows similarities among Fillmore and 
Snow’s dimensions of knowledge about language, those in the standards 
developed by two professional associations, and those in NCATE’s standards 
for teaching. Echoing the two previous chapters on the impossibility of sim- 
ply tinkering with the teacher education curriculum, Gollnick points out that 
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teacher preparation programs might adopt NCATE’s focus on teacher per- 
formance rather than on course requirements to assess what teachers know 
about language. 

Promoting language development among English language learners concerns 
all of the authors. Gollnick also emphasizes Fillmore and Snow’s discussion of 
dialect awareness for teachers, as does Sandra Feldman, President of the 
American Federation ofTeachers (AFT), in chapter 6, “Preparing Teachers to 
Guide Childrens Language Development.” Knowledge about variation in 
English is crucial for promoting Standard English development in speakers of 
other dialects. Feldman adds that pedagogy must be culturally responsive, cap- 
italizing on students’ cultural backgrounds rather than overriding or negating 
them. Her chapter also emphasizes the AFT’s longstanding concern with lit- 
eracy instruction. In a recent publication entided, appropriately enough, 
Teaching Reading IS Rocket Science (AFT, 1999), the AFT calls for reform of 
teacher preparation and professional development to ensure that teachers 
know how to teach reading to all children, particularly to English language 
learners and vernacular English speakers. 

The epilogue to this volume, by Catherine Snow, revisits the first chapter in 
light of the subsequent ones and lists several national teacher education 
reform efforts that may contribute to improving the linguistic education of 
the nation’s teachers. 



Shared Foci 

Several themes cut across the commentaries on Fillmore and Snow’s chapter. 
All of the authors agree that deeper knowledge on the part of teachers about 
language, linguistics (especially sociolinguistics), and language learning and 
development — that is, educational linguistics — is vital to better education for 
U.S. students. At present, many teachers are under-prepared to help their stu- 
dents develop the language and literacy skills they need to succeed in school 
and careers. 




The practical realities of changing teacher education, however, are very much 
on the minds of the commentary writers whose work is driven by state lim- 
its on course work, university traditions, standards, and licensing exams. 

13 
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Feldman points to another important curb on incorporating educational lin- 
guistics into teacher preparation: Most teacher education departments do not 
have faculty to teach the prescribed content, and faculty in the arts and sci- 
ences may not be interested in developing courses for teachers. Baca and 
Escamilla point out that expanding linguistic knowledge for teachers can’t be 
delegated solely to teacher education: Attending to language must be taken up 
elsewhere in higher education and in K-12 schools, as Fillmore and Snow 
assert. The energy with which the commentaries discuss barriers to changing 
the education of teachers seems to reflect the climate of criticism and frustra- 
tion surrounding the current focus on teacher quality, a particularly sensitive 
dimension of the demand for educational reform. Everyone wants good 
schools, but making changes anywhere in the vast educational enterprise 
exposes deeply rooted, interwoven constraints. 

Explicating the challenge of altering teacher education, each commentary 
also discusses possibilities for making changes. Chapter authors agree with 
Fillmore and Snow that the standards initiatives of states and professional asso- 
ciations — standards for students’ learning and standards for teaching — offer a 
potent opportunity. Because the standards represent some level of consensus, 
because some sets of standards are tied to testing, and because standards are 
associated with change, they may provide an opening for enhancing learning 
about language. Furthermore, as Gollnick and Feldman show, there is con- 
gruence between the Fillmore and Snow work and several associations’ stan- 
dards. So whatever is being done to meet those standards provides a natural 
home for implementing Fillmore and Snow’s recommendations. 

Carolyn Temple Adger, Washington, DC 
Catherine E. Snow, Cambridge, MA 
Donna Christian, Washington, DC 

May 25, 2001 

Reference 

American Federation ofTeachers. (1999). Teaching reading IS rocket science: What 
expert teachers of reading should know and be able to do. Washington, DC: AFT 
Educational Issues Publications. 




7 



Chapter One 



Chapter One 



What Teachers Need to 
Know About Language 



Lily Wong Fillmore, University of California at Berkeley 
Catherine E. Snow, Harvard Graduate School of Education 



Today’s teachers need access to a wide range of information to function well 
in the classroom. The competencies required by the various state certification 
standards add up to a very long list irfdeed. Perhaps because this list is so long, 
teacher preparation programs often do not make time for substantial attention 
to crucial matters, choosing instead a checklist approach to addressing the var- 
ious required competencies. 

The challenge of providing excellent teacher preparation and ongoing pro- 
fessional development for teachers is enormous at any time. At a time like this, 
when the nation s teaching force is encountering an increasing number of 
children from immigrant families — children who speak little or no English on 
arrival at school and whose families may be unfamiliar with the demands of 
American schooling — the challenge is even greater. The U.S. teaching force is 
not well equipped to help these children and those who speak vernacular 
dialects * of English adjust to school, learn effectively and joyfully, and achieve 
academic success. Too few teachers share or know about their students’ cul- 
tural and linguistic backgrounds or understand the challenges inherent in 
learning to speak and read Standard English. We argue in this paper that 

15 
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teachers lack this knowledge because they have not had the professional 
preparation they need. 

The challenges of preparing teachers to work with immigrant and language 
minority children have been addressed previously. A book by Josue Gonzalez 
and Linda Darling-Hammond (1997), New Concepts for New Challenges: 
Professional Development for Teachers of Immigrant Youth, provides an excellent dis- 
cussion of professional development models that have been shown to work 
and the kinds of adaptations teachers of immigrant youth need to make. But 
the book deals only in passing with issues of language and literacy. 

These issues have been brought to the foreground by changes in educational 
policy and practice over the past decade. Society has raised by quite a few 
notches the educational bar that all children in the United States, including 
newcomers, must clear in order to complete school successfully and, ulti- 
mately, to survive in the economic and social world of the 21st century. The 
adoption of Goals 2000 (1994) has raised curricular standards to levels that are 
more consistent with those in other societies. We have also adopted a system 
of benchmark assessments to evaluate the progress schools and students are 
making toward meeting those goals. In many states, policymakers have 
become impatient with the apparent failure of schools to educate students 
adequately at each level. They have ended the practice of “social promotion” 
whereby students are passed to the next grade each year whether or not they 
have met academic expectations. Policymakers in more than two dozen states 
have adopted high school proficiency examinations — tests of mathematics 
and English language and literacy — with high school diplomas at stake. 
Fi nall y there are signs that categories such as race and ethnicity, language 
background, and gender will no longer be considered in admissions decisions 
in higher education or in hiring. The assumption is that everyone will be 
judged stricdy on their own merits and in comparison to universally applied 
norms. For university entrance, this means scoring at an acceptable level on 
standardized tests. For advancement in the university, it means passing writing 
proficiency assessments. Increasingly in the workplace, it means being a compe- 
tent user of Standard English and being fully literate (Murnane & Levy, 1996). 



9 



Chapter One 



These policies place tremendous pressure on children to become skilled users 
of language in school in order to achieve the levels of language and literacy 
competence required to pass through the gateways to high school graduation, 
college admission, and a good job. As it stands now, language minority stu- 
dents are not faring well under this pressure — but then, many other students 
are not doing so well either. Does this mean that the new standards and assess- 
ments are unreasonable? Are students not motivated or smart enough to han- 
dle higher levels of instruction? What do teachers need to know and be able 
to do in order to support their students’ success? Do teachers lack the knowl- 
edge and skills necessary to help students? We will argue in this paper that 
teachers need a thorough understanding of how language figures in educa- 
tion, and for that reason they must receive systematic and intensive prepara- 
tion in what we will call educational linguistics. A thorough grounding in 
educational linguistics would support teachers’ undertakings overall, and in 
particular their capacity to teach literacy skills (see Snow, Burns, & Gr iffin , 
1998) and to work with English language learners (see August & Hakuta, 
1997). If approached coherently, such preparation would also, we contend, 
cover many of the items on that long list of desired teacher competencies 
compiled from state certification standards, relating as it would to skills in 
assessing children, in individualizing instruction, and in respecting diversity. 

We begin here by presenting a rationale for current and prospective teachers 
to know more about language. We then turn to a brief specification of the 
sorts of knowledge that teachers need. This section first discusses requisite 
knowledge about oral language, then oral language used in formal and aca- 
demic contexts, then written language. The final section of this chapter sug- 
gests courses that teacher preparation programs might offer to teacher 
candidates to cover the competencies required. This course list might also be 
seen as specifying aspects of an integrated, in-depth professional development 
program for in-service teachers. We use the course list, though, more to spec- 
ify the range and types of information needed than as a prescription for 
teacher education programs, each of which will need to grapple with the 
mechanisms and formats for making the necessary information available. 
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Why Do Teachers Need to Know More 
About Language? 

We distinguish five functions for which prospective educators need to 
know more about language than they may be learning in teacher educa- 
tion programs: 

• teacher as communicator 

• teacher as educator 

• teacher as evaluator 

• teacher as educated human being 

• teacher as agent of socialization 

Teacher as Communicator 

Clearly, communication with students is essential to effective teaching. To 
communicate successfully, teachers must know how to structure their own 
language output for maximum clarity. They must also have strategies for 
understanding what students are saying, because understanding student talk is 
key to analysis of what students know, how they understand, and what teach- 
ing strategies would be useful. In a society that is experiencing increasingly 
diverse classrooms, teachers are increasingly likely to encounter students with 
whom they share neither a first language or dialect nor a native culture. An 
understanding of linguistics can help teachers see that the discourse patterns 
they value are aspects of their own cultures and backgrounds; they are neither 
universal nor inherendy more valid than other possible patterns. Without such 
an understanding, teachers sometimes assume that there is something wrong 
with students whose ways of using language are not what they expect. 
Geneva Smitherman (1977) relates a poignant example of how teachers who 
do not recognize the validity of other ways of speaking can undermine their 
students’ confidence in their own communicative abilities: 

Student (excitedly): Miz Jones, you remember that show you 
tole us about? Well, me and my momma ‘nem — 

Teacher (interrupting with a “warm” smile): Bernadette, start 
again. I’m sorry, but I can’t understand you. 
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Student (confused): Well, it was that show, me and my 
momma — 

Teacher (interrupting again, still with that “warm” smile): 

Sorry, I still can’t understand you. 

(Student, now silent, even more confused than ever, looks at 
floor, says nothing.) 

Teacher: Now Bernadette, first of all, it’s Mrs. Jones, not Miz 
Jones. And you know it was an exhibit, not a show. Now, 
haven’t I explained to the class over and over again that you 
always put yourself last when you are talking about a group 
of people and yourself doing something? So, therefore, you 
should say what? 

Student: My momma and me — 

Teacher (exasperated): No! My mother and I. Now start 
again, this time right. 

Student: Aw, that’s okay, it wasn’t nothin. 

(Smitherman, 1977, pp. 217-218) 

Studies of discourse patterns in American Indian (Philips, 1993), Native 
Hawaiian (Boggs, 1972), Puerto Rican (Zentella, 1997), and African 
American (Heath, 1983) homes and communities have shown that the speech 
patterns that children bring to school from their homes can be quite different 
from the ones that are valued at school. These speech patterns are nonetheless 
essential to functioning effectively in their home communities. Acquiring the 
academic discourse patterns of school is an important part of the educational 
development of all students, but it is neither necessary nor desirable to pro- 
mote it at the expense of the language patterns children already have. In fact, 
Mrs. Jones’ pedagogical approach to language development is more likely to 
sour children like Bernadette to the whole experience of schooling than it is 
to instruct them. 




In as diverse a society as ours, teachers must be prepared to work with chil- 
dren from many different cultural, social, and linguistic backgrounds. Many 
schools serve students who are learning English as a second language. 
Understanding the course of second language acquisition, including such 

49 
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matters as the sorts of mistakes English language learners are likely to make 
and how much progress can be expected in a unit of time, helps teachers 
communicate with these students more effectively. Even advanced speakers of 
English as a second language may use conversational patterns or narrative 
organization that differ from those of the mainstream. Understanding how 
their language use might differ from that of native European American 
English speakers is crucial for effective teaching. In their function as inter- 
locutor. teachers need to know something about educational linguistics. 



Teacher as Educator 

Teachers are responsible for selecting educational materials and activities at 
the right level and of the right type for all of the children in their classes. This 
requires that they have the expertise to assess student accomplishments and 
the capacity to distinguish between imperfect knowledge of English and cog- 
nitive obstacles to learning. In order to teach effectively, teachers need to 
know which language problems will resolve themselves with time and which 
need attention and intervention. In other words, they need to know a great 
deal about language development. 

Language is a vital developmental domain throughout the years of schooling, 
whatever the child’s linguistic, cultural, or social background. Textbooks on 
child development often claim that by age five or six children have already 
mastered the grammar of their native language and that although they expand 
their vocabularies in school and add literacy skills, for the most part children 
have acquired language before they go to school. Such a characterization of 
language development is far from accurate. All children have a long way to go 
developmentally before they can function as mature members of their speech 
communities (Hoyle & Adger, 1998). As they progress through the grades, 
children will acquire grammatical structures and strategies for the more 
sophisticated and precise ways of using language that are associated with 
maturity, formal language use, and the discussion of challenging topics. 

Teachers play a critical role in supporting language development. Beyond 
teaching children to read and write in school, they can help children learn 
and use aspects of language associated with the academic discourse of the 
various school subjects. They can help them become more aware of how 

20 
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language functions in various modes of communication across the curricu- 
lum. They need to understand how language works well enough to select 
materials that will help expand their students’ linguistic horizons and to 
plan instructional activities that give students opportunities to use the new 
forms and modes of expression to which they are being exposed. Teachers 
need to understand how to design the classroom language environment so 
as to optimize language and literacy learning and to avoid linguistic obsta- 
cles to content area learning. A basic knowledge of educational linguistics is 
prerequisite to promoting language development with the full array of stu- 
dents in todays classrooms. 

Teacher as Evaluator 

Teachers’ judgments can have enormous consequences for children’s lives, 
from the daily judgments and responses that affect students’ sense of them- 
selves as learners to the more weighty decisions about reading group place- 
ment, promotion to the next grade, or referral for special education evalu- 
ation. American school culture is greatly concerned with individual differ- 
ences in learning ability, and judgments about ability are often based on 
teacher evaluations of children’s language. American educators take seriously 
the idea that people differ in abilities and aptitudes, and they believe that such 
differences require different treatment in school. 1 A lot of attention is given to 
sorting children by ability as early as possible. Children entering kindergarten 
are given readiness tests to determine which of them meet the developmen- 
tal expectations of school and which do not. Some schools have develop- 
mental or junior kindergartens for children who are judged not quite ready 
for school from their performance on these readiness tests. In many kinder- 
gartens, children are grouped for instruction according to the notion of abil- 
ity on the basis of such tests. If they are not grouped in this way in 
kindergarten, they certainly are by first grade (Michaels, 1981). Thus, well 
before children have had a chance to find out what school is about, they can 
be declared to be fast, middling, or slow learners (Oakes, 1985). 

Such grouping is pernicious if it sorts children globally into differentiated 
groups. Once sorted this way, children typically receive substantially different 
instructional treatment and materials, reinforcing any initial differences among 
them in speed of learning and eagerness to learn. Later on, students who have 



14 



What Teachers Need to Know About Language 



been in classes for academically talented children behave like gifted and tal- 
ented children: They are bright, verbal, and enthusiastic about school. Those 
who have been in lower groups behave precisely as one would expect low- 
ability students to behave: They are poorly motivated, low achieving, and less 
enthusiastic about school than they should be. 

We do not mean to suggest here that children should never be sorted for any 
purpose. It is very effective for teachers to form small groups of children who 
need more time with particular instructional foci (e.g., di graphs or vocabu- 
lary enrichment or long vowel spellings). It can also be helpful to group chil- 
dren who read at a similar level so they can discuss their books with one 
another. But the key to such grouping is that it be targeted (i.e., used for a 
particular instructional purpose), flexible (i.e., as soon as individual children 
have acquired the targeted skill they leave that group), and objective (i.e., 
based on well-specified criteria direcdy related to the instructional target, not 
on global measures of readiness). 

A serious worry about global tracking decisions is the questionable validity of 
the original assessments on which these placement decisions are made. 
Judgments of children’s language and social behaviors weigh heavily in these 
assessments (Oiler, 1992). Guided by a readiness checklist, kindergarten and 
first-grade teachers answer questions like the following about the children in 
their classes: Do they know their first and last name? Can they follow simple 
instructions? Can they ask questions? Can they answer them? Do they know 
the names of the colors in their crayon boxes? Can they produce short narra- 
tives? Do they know their mothers name? 2 Can they count to 10? The 
assumption is that all children at age 5 or 6 should have the specific abilities 
that are assessed, and anyone who does not is not ready for school. In reality, 
such abilities and skills are hardly universal nor are they indicative of learning 
ability. There are rather great differences across cultures in the kinds of lin- 
guistic accomplishments believed to be appropriate for children at any age. 
The kinds of skills that children bring from home reflect those differences in 
belief. In some cultures, for example, children are encouraged to listen rather 
than to ask questions of adults. Only rude and poorly reared children would 
chatter away in the presence of an authority figure like the teacher. When 
children do not perform as expected on a test, it does not necessarily mean 
that they are lacking in ability — particularly if they do not know the language 
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in which the questions were asked. Given the diversity in our society, it is 
imperative to recognize that young children may differ considerably in their 
inventory of skills and abilities, and these differences should not be treated as 
reflecting deficiencies in ability. 

To make valid judgments about students’ abilities, teachers also need to under- 
stand the different sources of variation in language use — whether a particular 
pattern signals membership in a language community that speaks a vernacu- 
lar variety of English, normal progress for a second language learner of 
English, normal deviations from the adult standard that are associated with 
earlier stages of development, or developmental delay or disorder. The over- 
representation of African American, Native American, and Latino children in 
special education placements suggests that normal language features associated 
with a vernacular variety of English or with learning English as a second lan- 
guage are often misinterpreted as an indication of developmental delay (Ortiz, 
1992). The high percentage of special education referrals for English language 
learners and vernacular dialect speakers may simply reflect teachers’ strategies 
for getting these children extra help, often from a speech-language patholo- 
gist who is relatively well trained in language development issues. But if 
teachers knew more about language, they could institute instructional 
processes in the classroom to address these children’s needs. 

Considering the potential harm of misconstruing children’s language use, 
investing in educational linguistic training about the course of language 
development and about language variety seems a wise use of teacher prepara- 
tion resources. 

Teacher as Educated Human Being 

Teachers need to have access to basic information about language for the 
same reasons that any educated member of society should know something 
about language. Understanding the basics of how one’s own language works 
contributes to proficient reading and writing. Recognizing the difference 
between nouns and verbs, consonants and vowels, or oral and literate forms is 
as basic for the liberally educated human being as is knowledge about addi- 
tion and subtraction, nutrition, or the solar system. Students educated in the 
United States should also know something about differences between the 
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structure of English and that of other languages just as surely as they should 



know about the tripartite organization of the U.S. government. It used to be 
the case that English grammar was taught to students beginning in about the 
fifth grade and continuing through eighth grade in what was then called 
grammar school. Such instruction was largely discontinued in the 1960s, 
except in Catholic schools. At least one foreign language would often also be 
included in the core curriculum. Not only are such subjects no longer 
required, in some places they are not taught at all. For some time now we 
have had teachers who had litde exposure to the study of grammar when they 
were students. 

Teachers who have not had the opportunity to study the structure of En glish 
or to learn another language understandably do not feel very confident talk- 
ing about language. English is the language of society, it is the language most 
teachers use exclusively in their teaching, and it is the language that many 
teachers teach about to some extent. But how much do they know about it? 
Do they know its history? Do they know what languages are related to it? Do 
they know how it has changed over time, especially since the advent of the 
printing press? Do they know why there are so many peculiar spellings in 
English? Do they know how regional dialects develop? Teachers have practi- 
cal, professional reasons to know these things, but we suggest that the atten- 
tion to grammar and rhetoric that was characteristic of the lower level of a 
classical education was neither premature nor exaggerated. All of us should 
understand such matters, and we will not learn them unless teachers under- 
stand them first. 

Throughout the United States, there is a real need for research-based knowl- 
edge about language teaching, language learning, and how language functions 
in education. We also need educational leadership to ensure that this knowl- 
edge is widely shared. Several recent events involved public discussions, with 
participation by teachers and other educators, that were alarmingly unin- 
formed and uninsightful about language issues. These events include the pas- 
sage of Proposition 227 in California in 1998 and subsequent attempts in 
other states to limit or eliminate bilingual education. Discussion of 
Proposition 227 revealed a dismaying lack of understanding about the facts of 
second language learning and the nature of bilingual education. Similarly, the 
Ebonics controversy that resulted from the Oakland School District s decision 
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in 1 996 to treat African American Vernacular English as a first language for 
many students raised issues that most people were ill-prepared to discuss in an 
informed way. Finally, the willingness of school districts and parent groups to 
embrace inappropriate methods for teaching reading in response to low per- 
formance on reading tests, to abandon theoretically sound methods for teach- 
ing English in the face of disappointing language achievement scores, and to 
adopt unproven approaches to foreign language teaching reminds us that too 
few people know enough of the basics about language and literacy to engage 
in reasonable discussion and to make informed decisions about such matters. 
Ideally teachers would be raising the level of such discussions by referring to 
research-based interventions. 



Teacher as Agent of Socialization 

Teachers play a unique role as agents of socialization — the process by which 
individuals learn the everyday practices, the system of values and beliefs, and 
the means and manners of communication in their cultural communities. 
Socialization begins in the home and continues at school. When the cultures 
of home and school match, the process is generally continuous: Building on 
what they have acquired at home from family members, children become 
socialized into the ways of thinking and behaving that characterize educated 
individuals. They learn to think critically about ideas, phenomena, and expe- 
riences, and they add the modes and structures of academic discourse to 
their language skills. But when there is a mismatch between the cultures of 
home and school, the process can be disrupted. We have discussed some ways 
in which mismatches between teachers’ expectations of how children should 
behave communicatively and how they actually do behave can affect teach- 
ers’ ability to understand children, assess their abilities, and teach them effec- 
tively. In fact, what teachers say and do can determine how successfully 
children make the crucial transition from home to school. It can determine 
whether children move successfully into the world of the school and larger 
society as folly participating members or get shunted onto sidetracks that dis- 
tance them from family, society, and the world of learning. 

For many children, teachers are the first contact with the culture of the social 
world outside of the home. From associations with family members, children 
have acquired a sense of who they are, what they can do, what they should 

C" . i -P 

er|c % 5 



18 



What Teachers Need to Know About Language 



value, how they should relate to the world around them, and how they should 
communicate. These understandings are cultural — they differ from group to 
group and even within groups. Children of immigrants and native-born 
American children from non-majority backgrounds may encounter a stark 
disjunction between their cultural understandings and those of the school. For 
example, Mexican children generally have a sure sense of self within the 
world of the home. The center of this universe is not the individual but the 
family itself. Each member is responsible for maintaining, supporting, and 
strengthening the family; its needs come before the needs of any individual 
(Valdes, 1996). For Pueblo Indian children, the central unit is the community, 
and its needs and requirements take precedence over those of the individual 
(Popovi Da, 1969). 3 

When children from these cultures begin school, they encounter a culture 
that has a very different focus, one that emphasizes the primacy of the indi- 
vidual and considers family, group, and community needs subsidiary to indi- 
vidual needs. They soon discover that the school culture takes precedence 
over the home culture. Administrators and teachers do not accept as excuses 
for school absence the need to care for younger siblings when the mother is 
sick or to participate in a religious ritual in the community. Children learn 
that at school, work and progress are regarded as individual endeavors, and 
they are rewarded for the ability to work independendy, without help and 
support from others. 

In the area of language and communication, children who enter school with 
no English are expected to learn the schools language of instruction as 
quickly as possible, often with minimal help. Children discover very quickly 
that the only way they can have access to the social or academic world of 
school is by learning the language spoken there. The messages that may be 
conveyed to children and their parents are that the home language has no 
value or role in school if it is not English, and that parents who want to help 
their children learn English should switch to English for communication at 
home. For parents who know and speak English, this is not difficult (though 
it may be undesirable); for parents who do not know English well or at all, it 
is tantamount to telling them they have nothing to contribute to the educa- 
tion of their children. 4 
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The process of socialization into the culture of the school need not be detri- 
mental either to the child or to the family, even when there are substantial dif- 
ferences between the cultures of home and school. When teachers realize just 
how traumatic the assimilation process can be for immigrant and native-born 
children from non-majority backgrounds, given the adjustments and accom- 
modations they must make as they move from the world of the home to the 
one at school, they can ease the process considerably. If teachers respect their 
students’ home languages and cultures and understand the crucial role they 
play in the lives of the children and their families, they can help children make 
the necessary transitions in ways that do not undercut the role that parents 
and families must continue to play in their education and development . 5 

What Should Classroom Teachers Know 
About Language? 

In this section, we outline a set of questions that the average classroom teacher 
should be able to answer, and we identify topics that teachers and other edu- 
cators should have knowledge of. We focus first on oral language, then on 
written language. These questions and topics are not arcane or highly techni- 
cal. We are certainly not proposing that all educators need to understand 
Universal Grammar, Government and Binding Theory, Minimalist 
Phonology, or other topics of interest to the professional linguist. Rather, we 
are identifying issues of language use in daily life, issues that require only a 
basic understanding of the descriptive work that linguists engage in and the 
concepts that they use. Decisions about how to segment the information we 
call for — that is, how to distribute it over preservice courses and inservice 
learning — and how to ensure that it will be acquired go well beyond our 
brief. We simply provide a (no doubt incomplete) listing of issues and a brief 
justification for the relevance to classroom practice of each, in the hope that 
those with greater expertise in teacher education can think about how to 
make this knowledge available to classroom practitioners. 

Attention to educational linguistics might be assumed to be of particular 
importance to the educator specialized in dealing with language learners — 
the bilingual or English as a second language (ESL) teacher. We certainly 
agree that prospective ESL and bilingual teachers would benefit from inten- 
sive and coherent preparation in educational linguistics. But we contend that 
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such preparation is equally important for all classroom practitioners and, 
indeed, for administrators and educational researchers — though of course the 
specifics of more advanced preparation will vary for these groups. Expertise 
on language issues related to teaching and learning is important for all educa- 
tors, increasingly so as the percentage of English language learners and speak- 
ers of vernacular dialects increases among American students. 



Oral Language 

We begin by attending to oral language because in their native language (and 
often in a second language), children develop oral proficiency first. Oral lan- 
guage functions as a foundation for literacy and as the means of learning in 
school and out. However, despite its importance for learning, many teachers 
know much less about oral language than they need to know. 

What are the basic units of language? 

Teachers need to know that spoken language is composed of units of differ- 
ent sizes: sounds (called phonemes if they function to signal different mean- 
ings in the language), morphemes (sequences of sounds that form the 
smallest units of meaning in a language), words (consisting of one or more 
morphemes), phrases (one or more words), sentences, and discourses. Crucial 
to an understanding of how language works is the idea of arbitrariness. 
Sequences of sounds have no meaning by themselves; it is only by convention 
that meanings are attached to sound. In another language, a sequence of 
sounds that is meaningful in English may mean nothing at all or something 
quite different. 

Furthermore, each language has an inventory of phonemes that may differ 
from that of other languages. Phonemes can be identified by virtue of 
whether a change in sound makes a difference in meaning. For example, in 
English, ban and van constitute two different words, which show that [b] and 
[v] are different phonemes. Similarly, hit and heat are two different words, 
showing that the short vowel sound [I] of hit is different from the long vowel 
sound [i] of heat. In Spanish, however, the differences between [b] and [v] and 
between [I] and [i] do not make a difference in meaning. Native Spanish 
speakers may be influenced by the phonemic inventory of Spanish when they 
are speaking English. They might say very good or bery good to mean the same 
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thing. Similarly, it is little and eet eez leetle have the same meaning. Dialects of 
English show different phonemic patterns as well. In southern U.S. varieties, 
for example, the vowels in pin and pen sound the same, but in northern vari- 
eties they sound different. It is clear that such contrasting phonemic patterns 
across languages and dialects can have an impact on what words children 
understand, how they pronounce them, and also how they might be inclined 
to spell them. 

The morpheme is the smallest unit of language that expresses a distinct mean- 
ing. A morpheme can be an independent or free unit, like jump, dog , or happy, 
or it can be a prefix or suffix attached to another morpheme to modify its 
meaning, such as —ed or —ing for verbs (jumped, jumping), plural —s or possessive 
—s for nouns (dogs, dog’s), or —ly or —ness added to adjectives to turn them into 
adverbs or nouns ( happily ; happiness). In other words, jumped is a single word 
that contains two morphemes, jump and — ed. Units like -ed or —ly are called 
bound morphemes because they do not occur alone. The relevance of bound 
morphemes to teachers’ understanding emerges most strongly in the domain 
of spelling, discussed below. But it is worth noting here that English, reflect- 
ing its origin as a Germanic language, features many irregular forms (see 
Pinker, 1999) that can cause problems. Children may produce ungrammatical 
forms using regular morpheme combinations, such as past tense bringed and 
plural mans. And just as it is informative to study contrasts in phoneme pat- 
terns across dialects, teachers should also be aware of dialect variation in mor- 
pheme combinations. For example, in African American Vernacular English, 
the plural form of man can be mens. 
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Teachers need to understand that grammatical units such as bound and free 
morphemes, words, phrases, and clauses operate quite differendy across lan- 
guages. The locative meanings expressed by prepositions such as in, on, and 
between in English are expressed by noun endings (bound morphemes) in 
Hungarian, but they are often incorporated into the structure of the verb in 
Korean. In Chinese, plurality and past tense are typically expressed by separate 
words such as several and already rather than bound morphemes (-s and —ed), 
but these words may be omitted if these meanings are obvious in context. The 
native Chinese speaker who treats plurals and past tenses as optional rather 
than obligatory in English is reflecting the rules of Chinese. Of course such a 
learner needs to learn how to produce grammatical English sentences. But 
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understanding the variety of structures that different languages and dialects 
use to show meaning, including grammatical meaning such as plurality or past 
tense, can help teachers see the logic behind the errors of their students who 
are learning English. When 2-year-olds produce forms like I swinged already, 
we consider it charming; we need to see that the errors of older second lan- 
guage speakers reflect the same level of creativity 

Finally, teachers need knowledge about the larger units of language use — sen- 
tence and discourse structure — that are fundamental to understanding the 
unique features of academic language. We have pointed out that teachers’ 
expectations for students’ participation in classroom talk may be based on the 
teachers’ own cultural patterns. Such simple rhetorical tasks as responding to 
questions require making a hypothesis about why the question is being asked 
and how it fits into a set of social relationships that may be specific to a cul- 
ture. Can you open the door? might be a question about physical strength or 
psychological willingness, or it might be a request. If a child gives a p uzzlin g 
response to a question, the teacher who knows something about cross-lin- 
guistic differences in the rules for asking questions and making requests might 
well be able to analyze its source. It is critical that interpretations of language 
use as reflecting politeness, intelligence, or other characteristics of the student 
be informed by this understanding of language differences. 

Trouble can occur at the discourse level when students do not understand 
teachers’ expectations about academic discourse patterns that the teachers 
themselves learned in school. For example, in the interactive structure typical 
of direct instruction, the teacher initiates an interaction, often by asking a 
question; a student responds; then the teacher evaluates the response. Asking a 
question in the response slot can risk teacher censure (Zuengler & Cole, 
2000). It is unlikely that teachers are aware of their expectations for students’ 
participation in classroom discourse. Implicit norms for language use are part 
of what it means to know a language well. When teachers have explicit 
knowledge of rhetorical structures, they have the tools for helping children 
understand the expectations associated with school English. 
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What's regular and what isn't? How do forms relate to 
each other? 

By virtue of being proficient English speakers and effortless readers, most 
adults take for granted language irregularities that can be enormously puz- 
zling to younger and less fluent learners. Is there any difference between dived 
and dove? Can one similarly say both weaved and wove? Why do we say embar- 
rassment, shyness, likeliness, and likelihood, not embarrassness or embarrasshood, shy- 
ment, shyhood, or likeliment? Such questions may seem odd, but they arise 
naturally during children’s language development. Answers lie in principles of 
word formation rooted in the history of English. 

An important part of acquiring a vocabulary suitable for academic contexts is 
learning how to parse newly encountered words into their component parts, 
rather than simply treating complex words as long words. In many cases, the 
context in which a word is used and the recognition of familiar morphemes 
assist in interpreting and remembering words. There are probably thousands 
of words that most people learn in context without help, for example, disin- 
herit, pre-established, and decaffeinated. The key here is that there are regular pat- 
terns for how word parts (morphemes) can be combined into longer words. 

Teachers should be aware of the principles of word formation in English 
because such knowledge can aid their students in vocabulary acquisition. 
They should be aware, for example, of such patterns as the d/s alternation in 
pairs of related words like evade and evasive, conclude and conclusive. When they 
know this principle, students can learn two new words at once. Teachers 
should be aware of certain accent-placement regularities involving the suffixes 
written -y and —ic, so that they can help students learn groups of words 
together: for example, SYNonym, syNONymy, synoNYMic; PHOtograph, 
phoTOGraphy, photoGRAPHic; ANalog, aNALogy, anaLOGic, and so on. A 
mastery of the connections between the patterns of word formation and the 
rhythms of English speech should equip teachers to point out such patterns 
in academic language and enhance students’ vocabulary growth. 

Spanish-speaking children can be taught to use correlated morphological 
structures in Spanish and English to understand sophisticated English lexical 
items and to expand their English vocabularies. Consider the advantages for 
Spanish speakers who discover that a Spanish noun that ends in -idad almost 
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always has an English cognate that ends in -ity ( natividad and nativity, pom- 
posidad and pomposity, curiosidad and curiosity) or that nouns ending in -idumbre 
relate to nouns ending in -itude ( certidumbre and certitude, servidumbre and servi- 
tude). If they already know the Spanish words, the parallel to English can be 
pointed out; if they do not know the word in either language, the parallel 
Spanish and English words can be taught together. 

Students who come to English as native speakers of other Indo-European 
languages may find it helpful to be aware of the international vocabulary of 
science and technology (e.g. , photosynthesis is fotosintesis in Spanish, fotosintez in 
Russian; computer is computador or computadora in Spanish, kompyuter in 
Russian). This could involve learning basic correspondences, the notion of 
cognate and how to distinguish cognates from false cognates and loan words, 
enough about the history of English to be able to judge whether an English 
word is likely to have a cognate in the student’s first language, and cross-lin- 
guistic comparisons. In order to teach these matters, teachers must understand 
them deeply and know how to support their students’ explorations when the 
teacher does not know the other language involved. 

How is the lexicon acquired and structured? 

Almost every classroom teacher recognizes the need to teach vocabulary (the 
lexicon), and most teachers do so. Usually, technical or unusual words used in 
texts are targeted for instruction. Definitions for each one are solicited from 
the students or are supplied by the teacher before the text is read in interac- 
tions along these fines: 

Teacher: Digestion: Who knows what digestion means? 

Student: I know, I know. When you eat. 

Teacher: That’s right! When we eat, we digest our food. That’s 

digestion! 

Often, the. definitions given are rather superficial and sometimes even mis- 
leading, as in this example. The definition offered here would work better for 
ingestion than for digestion. Presumably the text itself and the ensuing class dis- 
cussion would clarify the meaning of digestion, but the initial instructional 
effort probably added little to the children’s understanding. It takes many 
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encounters with a word in meaningful contexts for students to acquire it 
(Beck, McKeown, & Omanson, 1987). 

What does it mean to acquire a word? What do we know when we know a 
word? Knowing a word involves knowing something of its core meaning. In 
the case of digestion, the core meaning is the process by which the food one 
eats is converted into simpler forms that the body can use for energy. But few 
words are unidimensional in meaning or use, so knowing a word goes well 
beyond knowing a definition of it. Knowing a word requires also an under- 
standing of how it relates to similar forms (e.g., digestion, digest, ingest, digestive, 
indigestion), how it can be used grammatically (i.e., its word class and the 
grammatical constructions it can be used in), and how it relates to other 
words and concepts (e.g., food, nutrient, stomach, digestive juices, esophagus, intes- 
tines, digesting facts, Reader’s Digest). Vocabulary instruction could be more 
effective if teachers understood how words are learned in noninstructional 
contexts, through conversational interactions, and through encounters with 
written language. Knowing individual words more deeply is as important as 
knowing more words. 

For children growing up in English-speaking families, rapid English vocabu- 
lary acquisition is the rule. According to George Miller (1976, 1987), between 
ages 1 and 17, children add 13 words per day to their growing vocabulary, 
adding up to around 80,000 words by the time they are 17. Very little of this 
is achieved with the help of teachers or dictionaries. Vocabulary acquisition 
happens most easily in context and related to topics that children care about. 
The teacher’s responsibility lies mainly in setting up exposure to language in 
a vivid way and encouraging reading of material that children care about. 

For second language learners, it is perhaps most valuable to stage exposure to 
new vocabulary items in related groups, since many words are more mean- 
ingful when they are understood in connection with other words related to 
the same general topic. (For an accessible discussion of how the mental lexi- 
con is thought to be organized, see Aitchison, 1994; for a discussion of how 
bilinguals and monolinguals differ in their treatment of words, see Merriman 
& Kudesic, 1993.) Thus, talk about mothers and fathers should include talk about 
brothers and sisters, grandfathers and grandmothers; talk about buying should include 
talk about selling, paying, money, and getting change. Some understanding of how 
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translations can differ from one another in subtle aspects of meaning and use 
can aid in supporting the lexical acquisition of the second language learner. 

Are vernacular dialects different from "bad English" and, 
if so, how? 

Given the diversity in social and cultural backgrounds of the students they 
serve, practitioners and researchers whose work or study focuses on teaching 
and learning in schools must have a solid grounding in sociolinguistics and in 
language behavior across cultures. Like other languages, English has dialects 
associated with geographical regions and social classes and distinguished by 
contrasts in their sound system, grammar, and lexicon. Standard dialects are 
considered more prestigious than vernacular dialects, but this contrast is a 
matter of social convention alone. Vernacular dialects are as regular as standard 
dialects and as useful. Facts about normal language variation are not widely 
known, as demonstrated by the misunderstandings about language, language 
behavior, and language learning revealed in the national response to the 
Oakland (CA) School Board’s Ebonics proposal. The proposal amounted to a 
declaration that the language spoken in the homes of many of its African 
American students should be regarded as a language in its own right and 
should not be denigrated by teachers and administrators as slang, street talk, or 
bad English. It further declared its support of the school district’s efforts to 
seek funds for the Standard English Proficiency Program, which uses chil- 
dren’s home language to teach school English. This idea was certainly not rad- 
ical, but the Ebonics story continued to be news for nearly 2 months. It was 
the focus of talk shows on radio and television. It was featured in front-page 
newspaper stories for nearly a month and even longer in editorial pages, polit- 
ical cartoons, and news magazines. The U.S. Senate held special hearings. The 
Oakland School Board’s proposal was denounced, ripped apart, and ridiculed. 
Why was it controversial? This is how Lisa Delpit (1997) responded when 
asked, “What do you think about Ebonics? Are you for it or against it?” 

My answer must be neither. I can be neither for Ebonics nor 
against Ebonics any more than I can be for or against air. It 
exists. It is the language spoken by many of our African- 
American children. It is the language they heard as their 
mothers nursed them and changed their diapers and played 
peek-a-boo with them. It is the language through which they 
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first encountered love, nurturance and joy. On the other hand, 
most teachers of those African-American children who have 
been least well-served by educational systems believe that 
their students’ life chances will be further hampered if they 
do not learn Standard English. In the stratified society in 
which we live, they are absolutely correct, (p. 6) 

Schools must provide children who speak vernacular varieties of English the 
support they need to master the English required for academic development 
and for jobs when they have completed school. The process does not work 
when the language spoken by the children — the language of their families 
and primary communities — is disrespected in school. This is as true for a ver- 
nacular variety of English as it is for another language such as Navaho,Yup’ik, 
Cantonese, or Spanish. A recognition of how language figures in adults’ per- 
ceptions of children and how adults relate to children through language is 
crucial to understanding what happens in schools and how children ulti- 
mately view schools and learning. 

How do dialect differences affect language learning and literacy development? 
Even if practitioners have enough knowledge to prevent speakers of vernac- 
ular dialects from being misdiagnosed and misplaced in school programs, they 
need a good understanding about language variability in order to make edu- 
cational decisions that ensure effective instruction. Knowledge of the natural 
course of language acquisition and of the capacity of the individual to main- 
tain more than one dialect is crucial in making such choices. 

What is academic English? 

Although there is a lot of discussion about the need for all children to develop 
the English language skills required for academic learning and development, 
few people can identify exacdy what those skills consist of or distinguish 
them from general Standard English skills. To the extent that this matter is 
examined at all, observers have usually pointed to differences between writ- 
ten and spoken language. However, academic English entails a broad range 
of language proficiencies. We must ask what linguistic proficiencies are 
required for subject-matter learning. Is academic language proficiency just a 
matter of vocabulary learning, or is it more? Cummins (1981b, 1984) has 
described academic language as cognitively demanding, its most obvious fea- 
ture being that it is relatively decontextualized. It relies on broad knowledge 
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of words, phraseology , grammar, discourse structure, and pragmatic conven- 
tions for expression, understanding, and interpretation. 

A recent study of prototype test items for a high school graduation examina- 
tion for one of the 26 states that require students to pass an exam in order to 
receive a diploma revealed that whatever else is being assessed, competence in 
the register that we refer to as academic English is necessary to pass (Fillmore, 
1999). The language used in this test is the language ordinarily used in text- 
books and discussions about science, mathematics, literature, or social studies. 
To pass this test, students have to be able to do the following: 

• Summarize texts, using linguistic cues to interpret and infer the writer’s 
intentions and messages. 

° Analyze texts, assessing the writer’s use of language for rhetorical and aes- 
thetic purposes and to express perspective and mood. 

° Extract meaning from texts and relate it to other ideas and information. 

• Evaluate evidence and arguments presented in texts and critique the logic 
of arguments made in them. 

° Recognize and analyze textual conventions used in various genres for spe- 
cial effect to trigger background knowledge or for perlocutionarv 
effect. 

• Recognize ungrammatical and infelicitous usage in written language and 
make necessary corrections to grammar, punctuation, and capitalization. 

° Use grammatical devices for combining sentences into concise and more 
effective new ones, and use various devices to combine sentences into 
coherent and cohesive texts. 

• Compose and write an extended, reasoned text that is well developed and 
supported with evidence and details. 

• Interpret word problems — recognizing that in such texts, ordinary words 
may have specialized meanings (e.g., that share equally among them means to 
divide a whole into equal parts). 

° Extract precise information from a written text and devise an appropriate 
strategy for solving a problem based on information provided in the text. 

The production and understanding of academic English are issues for English 
language learners and for native speakers of English alike. Few children arrive 
at school fully competent in the language required for text interpretation and 
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for the kind of reasoned discourse we assume is a key to becoming an edu- 
cated person. Possible exceptions are the children of academics and other 
highly educated professionals who use this register even at home, read a lot to 
their children, and engage them in discussions about a wide range of topics. 
For the most part, however, academic English is learned at school from teach- 
ers and from textbooks. Written texts are a reliable source of academic 
English, but they serve as the basis for language development only with 
instructional help. Teachers provide the help that students need to acquire this 
register when they go beyond discussions of content to discussions of the lan- 
guage used in texts for rhetorical and aesthetic effect. 

To provide such instructional support, teachers need to know something 
about how language figures in academic learning and recognize that all stu- 
dents require instructional support and attention to acquire the forms and 
structures associated with it. This is especially true for English language learn- 
ers. Often, explicit teaching of language structures and uses is the most effec- 
tive way to help learners. A focus on language is crucial, no matter what 
subject is being taught. Children must engage in classroom discussions of sub- 
ject matter that are more and more sophisticated in form and content. And 
teachers must know enough about language to discuss it and to support its 
development in their students. Academic language is learned through frequent 
exposure and practice over a long period of time — from the time children 
enter school to the time they leave it. 

Why has the acquisition of English by non-English- 
speaking children not been more universally successful? 

It appears that non-English-speaking students may be having a harder and 
harder time learning English. Although it used to take them from 5 to 7 years 
to learn English to a high level (Cummins, 1981a; Klesmer, 1994), recent 
studies suggest it is now taking 7 to 10 years (Ramirez, Pasta, Yuen, Billings, & 
Ramey, 1991). There are students who begin school in kindergarten classified 
by their school district as limited English proficient (LEP) and who leave it as 
LEP students 13 years later. 

Inadequacies in English lead to academic problems, of course, and many stu- 
dents drop out of school or are pushed out well before graduation (Olsen, 
Jaramillo, McCall-Perez, & White, 1999). Surprisingly, though, some of these 
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students do rather well academically — well enough in math and science 
courses to be admitted to the University of California system, for example. 
But Robin Scarcella, who directs the English as a Second Language Program 
at the Irvine campus of the University of California, reports that in 1997, 60% 
of the freshmen who took the English composition competency test failed. 
Of this group, one third had major problems with English language skills that 
required enrollment in ESL classes designed to help them acquire academic 
English. Ninety-five percent of the 603 students enrolled in these ESL classes 
had lived in the United States for more than 8 years. On average, they had 
taken 1 year of specially designed English classes for normative English speak- 
ers in elementary or junior high school. Most of the students had earned hon- 
ors in high school, ranking among the top 12% of their high school 
graduating classes; 65% of them had taken honors and Advanced Placement 
English courses. Nevertheless, their English writing indicated that they did 
not have a sure sense of how English works. Consequendy, they had serious 
problems meeting the language demands of university-level work (Scarcella, 
in press). Why are their language and writing skills so poor? 

The public, the press, and many educators have blamed bilingual education 
for the slow rate of English learning and poor outcomes of English language 
learners. But as the case cited above suggests, the problem is not limited to the 
approximately 30% of English language learners who have studied in bilin- 
gual programs; those in all-English instructional settings show similarly disap- 
pointing outcomes (Hakuta, 2001). 

California, with its very high incidence of English language learners — cur- 
rently 1.4 million, or 25% of the school population (California State 
Department of Education, 2001) 6 — was the first place that bilingual educa- 
tion was attacked as contributing to problems of students learning English. In 
1998, California’s voters passed Proposition 227, essentially banning bilingual 
education in that state. Many people who voted for this initiative believed that 
bilingual education made it possible for English language learners to avoid 
learning English (Fillmore, in press). However, several studies (e.g., Collier, 
1992; Collier & Thomas, 1989; Ramirez et al., 1991) have found that students 
in well-designed bilingual programs master English more rapidly (5 to 7 
years) than do students in English-only programs (7 to 10 years). 
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It is often assumed that students who do not learn English rapidly or well are 
mosdy Spanish speakers whose everyday interactions, even in school, are with 
other Spanish speakers. These students do not thrive academically, we are told, 
because they are not motivated to learn English or to do the work that school 
requires. A close look at these students suggests that this assumption is not 
valid. Non-Spanish speakers are well represented among the group that does 
not learn English well, including many Asians who have been in English-only 
classes since the time they entered school. Furthermore, many of these Asian 
students no longer speak their first languages even at home with family mem- 
bers (Schmida, in press; Schmida & Chiang, 1999). 

Whether or not English language learners manage to survive in school, few 
can learn English at the levels required for success in higher education or the 
workplace without well-designed instructional intervention, particularly if the 
only native English speakers they encounter in daily life are their teachers. But 
for many years, teachers who work with these students have been unclear 
about what instructional role they should play in second language learning. 
Over the past two decades, some teacher education programs and in-service 
workshops have suggested that there is no need for teachers to provide 
explicit instruction in English grammar, vocabulary, and so forth. Instead, 
teachers have been told by experts that they should speak to children in ways 
that help them understand and teach them subject matter using simplified 
English. They should use pictures, gestures, demonstrations and the like to 
allow children to acquire English naturally and automatically, and they should 
avoid indicating that they notice students’ English language errors so that 
learners will not be self-conscious and immobilized in using the language. 
The message is this: Direct instruction can do nothing to change the course 
of language development, which is determined by internal language acquisi- 
tion mechanisms that allow learners to sort things out eventually. 

Are these approaches effective? Examining how children acquire English in a 
variety of settings, Fillmore (1982, 1991) found that certain conditions must 
be met if children are to be successful. They must interact directly and fire- 
quendy with people who know the language well enough to reveal how it 
works and how it can be used. During interactions with English learners, 
expert speakers not only provide access to the language at an appropriate 
level, they also provide ample clues as to what the units in the language are 
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and how they combine to communicate ideas, information, and intentions. 
Learners receive corrective feedback as they negotiate and clarify commu- 
nicative intentions (Long, 1985; Pica, 1996). The acquisition process can go 
awry when the conditions for language learning are not met, especially when 
learners greatly outnumber people who know the language well enough to 
support acquisition, as in schools and classrooms with high populations of 
English language learners. 

When there is no direct instruction in such situations, children can either 
make little progress learning English, or they can learn it from one another 
(Fillmore, 1992). The outcome is “Learnerese,” an interlanguage pidgin 
(Schmida, 1996) that can deviate considerably from Standard English. 
Students who speak this variety, sometimes called “ESL Lifers,” have settled 
into a variety of English that is fairly stable and that many of them speak flu- 
ently and with confidence. They are no longer language learners, because they 
are no longer working out the details of English.The following text, produced 
in an exchange between Schmida and a student she calls Ti-Sang, exemplifies 
Learnerese. Ti-Sang had said that she does not find it easy to communicate 
with her parents, because she can hardly speak Khmer, and they do not speak 
English. Asked about her cousins who had immigrated not long before from 
Cambodia, Ti-Sang responded, 

Hmm . . . they — they, like, speak Cambodian more because 
they more comfortable in it. They don’t want to talk English 
sometime because — when they go to school they don’t, like, 
really talking, right? But when at home they chatter-talk. 

‘Cause they kind of shy, you know, like, when the teacher call 
on them and they don’t know the answer, sometime they 
know the answer but they shy to answer. If you ask them, ask 
them so quietly, they answer. 

At age 12, Ti-Sang had been in English-only classes for 8 years, from the time 
she entered school. 

We argue that the poor language outcomes for English language learners in 
California and elsewhere could have been avoided had teachers known 
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enough about the conditions for successful second language learning to pro- 
vide explicit instruction in English. Educators must know enough about lan- 
guage learning and language itself to evaluate the appropriateness of various 
methods, materials, and approaches for helping students make progress in 
learning English. 



Written Language 

Written language is not merely oral language written down.To help their stu- 
dents acquire literacy, teachers need to know how written language contrasts 
with speech. Here we discuss questions about written language that teachers 
should be able to answer. 
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Why is English spelling so complicated? 

Since the first sound in sure and sugar is different from the first sound in sun 
and soup, why aren’t these words spelled differendy? Why don’t we spell the 
/s/ sound in electricity with an s? Why are there so many peculiar spellings 
among highly frequent words like have, said, might, and could? How can oo spell 
three different vowel sounds, as in the vampire’s favorite fine that mosquitoes 
say when they sit down to dine, “Blood is good food!”? 

These and other peculiarities of English spelling reflect two facts about 
English orthography : 

e Unlike French, Spanish, Dutch, and many other languages, English has 
never had a language academy charged with regular review and reform of 
spelling to eliminate inconsistencies and reflect language change. 

° En glis h generally retains the spelling of morphological units, even when 
the rules of pronunciation mean that phonemes within these morpholog- 
ical units vary (e.g., electric, electricity, electrician). 

These two forces have led to what is called a deep orthography for English — an 
orthography in which the match of sound and spelling is complex and 
dependent on many factors. This is not to say that English spelling is illogical, 
irrational, or impossible to teach. However, some insight into the forces that 
have generated English spelling patterns can help teachers teach more effec- 
tively and understand children’s errors. 
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It is helpful to consider the wide array of writing systems that exist in the 
world’s languages (see Daniels & Bright, 1996). Some languages, such as 
Chinese, represent morphemes or semantically meaningful units with their 
graphemic symbols. Others, such as the Japanese katakana system, represent 
syllables instead. Both of these systems (morphemic and syllabic) have the 
advantage of being rather easy for young children, since morphemes and syl- 
lables are psychologically more accessible units than phonemes, which are 
simply sounds and often difficult to segment. In alphabetic writing systems, 
letters typically represent phonemes. Representing sounds alphabetically is 
fairly straightforward in languages that have experienced spelling reform, such 
as Spanish, and those that have adopted writing rather recendy, such as 
Hmong. English, though, like Danish and German to some extent, often 
ignores phoneme identity to preserve the spelling identity of morphemes. For 
example, in English the spelling 5 is used for plural morphemes whether they 
are pronounced /s/ or /z/ — even though in other contexts, such as at the 
beginning of words, the /s/ and /z/ sounds are spelled distinctively. Compare 
the spelling and pronunciation of dogs and cats to that of zoo and Sue. 
Similarly, the root form electric is retained even in forms where the final c rep- 
resents quite a different sound from the /k/ in electric, including the /s/ of elec- 
tricity and the /s/ of electrician. 

The fact that the spelling electric is retained in all related word forms actually 
makes reading and inferring word meanings easier. Similarly, there is an 
advantage to writing t in both complete and completion and in both activity and 
action, even though the sounds that it stands for vary. The spelling makes it 
easier to see that the two words are morphologically related. For the same 
reason, it is probably good that we use the same letter for the three different 
vowel sounds between p and t in the words compete, competitive, and competition. 

Other aspects of English spelling are less helpful. For example, in words like 
night, through, and thought is left over from a sound that has long since disap- 
peared from English. Such spellings signal etymological relationships with 
words in other Germanic languages. English also tends to retain spe llin gs that 
indicate the source of borrowed words, e.g., ph for /f/ and y for /ai/ in 
Greek origin words (phone, hypothesis). Such patterns increase the informa- 
tion available to the reader, but they do exacerbate the problems of decoding 
and spelling. 
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Some understanding of such complexities in English orthography can help 
teachers take sensible approaches to teaching the alphabetic principle in 



tory of language contact and development that has affected our writing sys- 
tem, because these factors can make simplistic phonics approaches inadvisable 
in teaching English reading. 

Errors in spelling English can result from writers’ inclination to write what 



exposure to written English forms, lack of adequate instruction in the nature 
of the English orthographic system, or transfer of general spelling strategies 
from another language. Some languages with alphabetic systems, such as 
Arabic or Tigrinya, are basically syllabic in their written representation: They 
focus on spelling the consonants in syllables, designating the vowels sketchily 
or omitting them entirely. Some languages, such as Spanish, with spelling sys- 
tems that are quite phonemic, adjust spellings to reflect pronunciation even in 
closely related words (compare, for example, the related forms saco and saque). 
Other languages represent historical facts in their spelling, retaining informa- 
tion about the source language of borrowed lexical items. Japanese is one of 
these. Knowing how the orthographies of different languages are organized 
can help teachers figure out what sorts of spelling rules learners are likely to 
find easy or hard, what first language skills learners can rely on, and why stu- 
dents make certain types of errors. Understanding that there can be substan- 
tial differences in how symbols are used to represent sounds in different 
languages will help teachers be more effective in working with students who 
have had some prior literacy instruction in their native languages — students 
who have learned to read in Spanish, Vietnamese, French, and so forth, before 
entering an English reading program. The relationship between sounds and 
symbols can be relatively simple and straightforward in one language and 
much more complex in another. 

Why do some children have more trouble than others in 
developing early reading skills? 

The problems beginning readers encounter can seem overwhelming and 
incomprehensible to a teacher who has not had a chance to learn about the 
complexities of the reading process. Knowledge about language is crucial in 
helping teachers do a better job of teaching initial reading (Snow et al., 1998). 



English. Teachers should know about the sound system of English and the his- 



they hear. Second language speakers’ spelling errors can reflect inadequate 
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Effective reading instruction requires integrating attention to the system of 
phoneme/ grapheme mappings with attention to meaning. Children may 
encounter difficulties because they do not understand the basic principle of 
alphabetic writing — that letters represent sounds — or because they cannot 
segment the sounds reliably, or because they don’t know the words they are 
expected to be reading. Second language learners are particularly likely to 
have difficulty producing, remembering, and distinguishing the target 
phonemes and to lack the knowledge of pronunciation that would help them 
in decoding (Ruddell & Unrau, 1997). 

An additional problem arises when teachers who do not understand the com- 
plexities of English reading give tutors or teacher aides the responsibility for 
teaching reading to children who need the most help. These individuals are 
far less qualified to teach reading than are teachers. Even more problematic, 
teachers may assign English language learners to peer tutors for help with 
reading on the grounds that children can communicate more effectively with 
other children than with adults. But it takes a solid understanding of language 
to teach reading effectively, especially to children who are having the greatest 
difficulty grasping the abstract and complex relationships between sound and 
print, and who may be unfamiliar with the ideas the print is trying to convey. 
Teachers cannot make the learning of reading in English effordess, but they 
should be clearly aware of where and why the difficulties exist. 

Why do students have trouble with structuring narrative 
and expository writing? 

All students need to learn the rhetorical structures associated with story- 
telling and expository writing in English. However, some students bring to 
this task culturally based text structures that contrast with those expected at 
school. The emphasis in mainstream English stories is on getting the order of 
events correct and clear. This emphasis can seem so obviously right to a 
monolingual speaker of English that the narrative of the Latino child, which 
emphasizes personal relationships more than plot, or of the Japanese child, 
who may provide very terse stories rather than recounting all of the events, 
may be dismissed as incomprehensible (McCabe, 1995). Different cultures 
focus on different aspects of an episode. Understanding a child’s story 
requires knowing what information the child considers most important; such 
knowledge can help teachers guide students in acquiring the story structure 
valued at school. 
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Similarly with expository writing, argument structures vary considerably 
across cultures. There is no best way to make a point: Different ways make 
sense in different cultures. The topic sentences, paragraphs, and compare-and- 
contrast essays that are staples of English prose may be more difficult to learn 
for students whose language experience includes other structures. 
Understanding the absence of some of these concepts in literacy traditions 
associated with other languages or the extremely differing conceptions of 
how any of them should be structured can prevent teachers from mistakenly 
attributing language or cognitive disorders to students who have transferred a 
native language rhetorical style to English. 

How should one judge the quality and correctness of a 
piece of writing? 

Educators must have a solid enough knowledge of grammar to support chil- 
dren’s writing development. They need to make use of information about 
grammatical structure to pinpoint the problems many students have in writ- 
ing or in interpreting text, and they need to be able teach students about lan- 
guage structure that they can draw on in their writing. 

Pardy because teachers feel insecure about their own knowledge of grammar, 
and pardy because teachers of writing are sometimes reluctant to correct stu- 
dents’ writing, students may not get the kind of informative feedback they 
must have in order to become more effective writers. The problem is partic- 
ularly acute for learners of English as a second language. We have discussed 
above the problems encountered by many students learning English at the 
Irvine campus of the University of California. Some of these students 
reported that they had not previously received any of the explicit help with 
English or writing that they were getting at the university. Few had any idea 
that they could not write in grammatically or stylistically appropriate English. 
It was shocking for those who had been honor students to find themselves in 
remedial English courses, learning some of the fundamentals of English 
grammar and composition. 

This state of affairs is not confined to UC Irvine or to students learning 
English. Across the 22 campuses of the California State University System, all 
entering freshmen take a placement test in English and math. The failure rate 
on the English Placement Test across the campuses in 1998 was 47%; at one 
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campus, it was 80% (California State University, 2000). Students who fail the 
test are required to take and pass remedial English courses that focus on 
acquiring the language and literacy skills required for university-level work. 

To provide the kind of feedback that students need to polish their writing, 
teachers need to understand English structure, discuss structural features of 
written language with their students, and explicitly teach them how to 
write effectively. 

What makes a sentence or a text easy or difficult to 
understand? 

Many educators associate simple, short sentences with ease in understanding 
and interpretation. For that reason, texts that are prepared and selected for 
English language learners and other students who have trouble reading are 
often composed of short, choppy sentences. The result is unnatural, incoher- 
ent text conveying less substance than regular texts. One teacher described the 
materials being used with fourth-grade ESL students as “first grade materials, 
very basic — it isn’t see Spot run, but it’s close” (Gebhard, 2000). Do gready 
simplified materials help or hurt comprehension? Examination of texts that 
had been modified according to the readability formulas used by textbook 
publishers found that such texts are often more difficult to interpret (Davison 
& Kantor, 1982). These texts require the reader to infer how sentences relate 
to each other, because to make sentences short, words and grammatical 
structures that show rhetorical or narrative connections between ideas are 
often eliminated. 

The following text exemplifies the modifications found in simplified text- 
books for low-achieving and ESL students: 

Using limestone to make other things 

We can use limestone to make other useful materials. To do 
this we have to use chemical reactions. 

Limestone is a rock that is made mostly from calcium car- 
bonate. 
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If you heat limestone strongly you produce a gas called car- 
bon dioxide. The substance left behind is called calcium 
oxide. 

Calcium oxide is also called quicklime. (Milner, Martin, & 

Evans, 1998, p. 174) 

Text simpbfication is achieved by restricting the number of words used. This 
text contains just 61 words distributed among 7 sentences, including the 
heading. The average number of words per sentence for this text is 8.7. When 
texts are prepared with tight constraints on length, that becomes a greater 
concern than any other criteria that might guide the preparation of such a 
text, such as informativeness, relevance, coherence, naturalness, and grace. The 
end result is that such texts are not only uninspiring and insulting to the 
reader, but often less readable than the normal texts for that grade level. 

Because simplified texts are often unnatural, they cannot serve as exemplars 
of written academic English. Well-written texts with grade-level appropriate 
language can give students access to the register of English that is used in 
academic writing. With teachers’ help, students can use these texts to learn 
the vocabulary, grammatical structures, phraseology, and rhetorical devices 
that are associated with that register. Learning to understand and produce 
academic English is a goal not only for English language learners but for 
native speakers of English too. But teachers must be able to call students’ 
attention to good examples of how language is used in text in order to sup- 
port better student writing. 

Teachers and school administrators play a nontrivial role in determining how 
textbooks are written. Because textbook publishers can stay in business only 
if states and school districts adopt their materials, they tend to be attuned to 
what educators want. In the process of designing a series or an individual 
textbook, publishers produce prototype materials that they market test on 
school administrators who they hope will purchase the texts and on teachers 
who they hope will select them. Educators need to develop a sure sense about 
what is appropriate for students at different grade levels so that they can make 
wise decisions in selecting and using text materials. To do that, they need to 
know enough about language to assess the appropriateness of the language 
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used in texts, particularly for students who are learning English or who are 
having difficulty learning to read. 



Courses Teachers Need to Take 

Although it would go beyond our brief to propose any specific curriculum 
for teacher education, we offer here a listing of possible courses or course 
components that together cover fundamental issues in the education of 
English language learners and other students for whom literacy and language 
learmng in school contexts might be problematic. 



Language and Linguistics 

This course would provide an introduction to linguistics motivated by the 
educational considerations we have mentioned— language structure, language 
in literacy development, language use in educational settings, the history of 
English, and the basics of linguistic analysis. We envision a language and lin- 
guistics course for educators that is different in focus from an introductory 
course for students of linguistics. Each area of linguistic study would be intro- 
duced by educational situations in which language is an issue. For example, 
the study of phonology could begin with an examination of interference 
problems that English language learners might have with the English sound 
system. It might include investigation of topics such as why speakers of 
Cantonese or Spanish have problems with consonant clusters at the ends of 
English words like sixths, which contains four consonants in a row: /slkGs/. 

Language and Cultural Diversity 

This course would focus on cultural contrasts in language use, particularly 
those likely to be encountered in teaching and learning. It would address such 
questions as what children learn when they acquire a language and culture, 
why some groups of children appear reluctant to participate in classroom dis- 
cussions, and how differences in discourse styles can be accommodated in the 
classroom. This course would also examine different types of communication 
systems, including the language of deaf communities. 
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Sociolinguistics for Educators in a Linguistically 
Diverse Society 

A sociolinguistics course for educators would focus on language policies and 
politics that affect schools, including language attitudes in intergroup rela- 
tions that affect students and language values. It would also address language 
contact, language shift and loss or isolation, and the role and the history of 
bilingualism in schools and society. Students would gain fundamental under- 
standings about the nature of dialects and their connection to social identity. 



Language Development 

This course would introduce issues in language development, with a special 
focus on academic language development in school-age children. It would 
address language development in native speakers of vernacular and standard 
English dialects, as well as in those who speak other languages. The course 
would address the role of literacy in the development of language skills and the 
acquisition of the structures and vocabulary required for literacy development. 



Second Language Learning and Teaching 

Focusing on theoretical and practical knowledge about how second language 
acquisition proceeds and the factors that affect it, this course would compare 
second language learning to first language learning and examine the role of 
the primary language in second language learning. It would address second 
language instruction and subject-matter instruction in the language that stu- 
dents are acquiring. The course would also address the question of how pro- 
ficient children must be in a second language before they can learn to read 
and write in that language. 

The Language of Academic Discourse 

This course would focus on the language used in teaching and learning 
school subjects, especially the structure of academic discourse and how this 
register contrasts with that of informal communication. The course would 
show how language production and language understanding interact with 
content learning — science, social science, math, and so on — and how children’s 
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language development is promoted or not depending on how language is 
used in instructional activities. 



Text Analysis and Language Understanding in 
Educational Settings 

A course like this would examine how language structures and style in writ- 
ten texts affect comprehensibility. It would guide teachers in deciding what 
aspects of text to target for instructional attention. A special focus of this 
course would be the needs of English language learners and vernacular 
dialect speakers in processing text. 



Conclusion 



We have sketched here the reasons that educators need to know about lan- 
guage, the kinds of knowledge about language that they need, and an inven- 
tory of courses or course topics that would cover this crucial core of 
knowledge. This proposal may strike some readers as utopian. We acknowl- 
edge that we have formulated it without thinking about the structures and 
constraints of traditional teacher education programs. Nonetheless, we are 
energized by the current political situation surrounding debates about bilin- 
gual education and the rather frantic search for better methods of teaching 
reading. The substance of these debates gives striking testimony to the histor- 
ical paucity of relevant expertise on language among those who are in the 
best position to improve public knowledge— educational practitioners (see, 
for example, Pressley, 1998; Snow et al., 1998). 

It is clear that many of the challenges we face in education stem from the fact 
that ours is a diverse society. Students in our schools come from virtually 
every corner of the planet, and they bring to school diverse outlooks, lan- 
guages, cultural beliefs and behaviors, and background experiences. Teachers 
in our schools have not always known what to do with the differences they 
encounter in their classrooms. As a society, we expect teachers to educate 
whoever shows up at the schoolhouse, to provide their students the language 
and literacy skills to survive in school and later on in jobs, to teach them all 
of the school subjects that they will need to know about as adults, and to pre- 
pare them in other ways for higher education and for the workplace. What 
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does it take for teachers to handle this challenge? We must be clear about 
what teachers have to understand about language learning and teaching if 
they are to work effectively with their students. We have argued that basic 
coursework in educational linguistics is essential — the bare minimum for 
preparing teachers for today s schools. 
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Glossary 



Cognate 


A word related in form, meaning, and etvmologv to a 
word in another language 


Dialect 


A language variety in which sounds, grammar, and 
vocabulary identify speakers according to region or 
social class 


Digraph 


A letter combination that signals one sound, e.g., th 


Discourse 


A language structure longer than a sentence 


Etymology 


(a) the study of the historical origins of words; (b) with 
reference to a particular word, its historical origin(s) 


Grapheme 


The smallest unit of a written language, e.g., t 


Indo-European 

languages 


A family of related languages including English, 
thought to have originated in the Caucasus 


Interlocutor 


Participant in a discourse 


Lexicon 


The vocabulary of a language 


Locative 


A term that expresses location 


Morpheme 


The smallest meaning-bearing language structure, e.g., 
dog, -ly 


Orthography 


Conventions for spelling 


Perlocutionary 

effect 


Intended effects of a stretch of language, e.g., persuasion 


Phoneme 


The smallest meaning-distinguishing structure of the 
sound system, e.g., for English, [s] [s], see, she 


Phonology 


The system of rules for manipulating sounds in a 
language 


Phraseology 


Typical organization of words in a particular language 
into phrases and longer expressions 
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Notes 

1 This is where the problem lies. Most people recognize that there can be con- 
siderable differences across individuals in ability, but not all cultures treat them 
differendy in school. In most Asian societies, for example, children are placed 
in heterogeneous classrooms and are expected to learn the same curriculum, 
irrespective of any differences in ability. Those who need more help dealing 
with the materials get more help rather than an entirely different curriculum. 

2 There are cultures (Wong Fillmore’s for one) in which children are not told 
what their mother’s name is, and if a child were somehow to learn it, she 
would never speak it or acknowledge even that she had such information. 

3 We are grateful to Mary Eunice Romero for this reference. Popovi Da, a 
Pueblo leader, commenting on the relationship between the individual and 
the community, wrote: “Each person in Indian [Pueblo] society is born into 
his place in the community, which brings with it duties and responsibilities 
which he must perform throughout his life. Each member, old as well as 
young, has an important part to play in the organization of the tribe. ... To 
work closely with the community gives strength and continuity to our cul- 
ture and shows itself by the individual putting himself into the group, and 
putting the good of the group above his own desires” (1969). 

4 Richard Rodriguez (1982) offers a revealing account of what happens when 
parents are advised to switch to a language they do not speak easily or well for 
the sake of their children. He describes how the lively chatter at dinnertime 
was transformed into silence and how the silences in his home grew as the 
parents withdrew from participation in the lives of the children after teachers 
told them that the continued use of Spanish in the home was preventing the 
children from learning English. 

5 In her remarkable autobiography, first published in 1945, Jade Snow Wong 
(1989) describes how teachers, from elementary school through college, 
helped her find her way and her voice as an American scholar, writer, and 
artist without forfeiting her Chinese language and culture. 
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6 National statistics for students designated limited English proficient (LEP) are 
hard to obtain and rarely up to date (see, for example, Hopstock & Bucaro, 
1993). State education agencies (SEAs) report numbers of LEP students, but 
the criteria used to identify them vary across states, making comparisons dif- 



(Macias, 1998) reports a total enrollment of 3,378,861 LEP students, with 
1,381,393 reported for California (41% of the national total). California’s 
State Department of Education reported a total of 1,406,166 LEP students in 
California out of a total national LEP student enrollment of 5,727,303 
(24.6%) for school year 1997-98 (California Department of Education, 2001). 



ficult.The most recent national analysis of LEP student data reported by SEAs 
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Chapter Two 

Language and Early 
Childhood Programs 

Sue Bredekamp 

Council for Early Childhood Professional Recognition 



In “What Teachers Need to Know About Language,” Lily Wong Fillmore and 
Catherine Snow have made another significant contribution to the field of 
education. With an undergraduate degree in English, graduate degrees in edu- 
cation, and course work in linguistics and the teaching of reading, I was both 
surprised and embarrassed at how little of the knowledge they call for I had 
learned, currently remember, or readily use in my work. More to the point, as 
an early childhood educator who has dedicated much of my professional life 
to improving the quality of programs that serve children in the earliest years 
of life, I was disturbed by how unattainable Fillmore and Snows vision 
appears to be for my field. 
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Considerable evidence now exists that high-quality early childhood educa- 
tion programs can have long-lasting positive consequences for children s suc- 
cess in school and later in life, especially for children from low-income 
families (Barnett, 1995; Campbell & Ramey, 1995; Frede, 1995; Schweinhart, 
Barnes, & Weikart, 1993). However, such high-quality programs are not 
available for all children who need them. In fact, only about 15% of child 

care centers are judged to be of good or excellent quality. Almost 60% are 
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considered mediocre, and another 15% to 20% are deemed inadequate or 
even harmful (Cost, Quality, and Child Outcomes Study Team, 1995). 

A recent study of a random sample of Head Start programs found that, while 
none of the programs was inadequate, quality varied among the programs, and 
support for language and literacy learning was weak in many of them. Not 
surprisingly, children in the better quality programs out-performed children 
in lower quality programs on measures of learning and development (U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, 1998). In the better quality pro- 
grams, children’s expressive language skills approached or matched those of 
their middle-class counterparts, although, overall, Head Start children’s scores 
were below national norms. 

Recendy, the U. S. Department of Education released the first data from the 
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, which will follow a nationally represen- 
tative cohort of 22,000 children from kindergarten through fifth grade (West, 
Denton, & Germino-Hausken, 2000). Data gathered on skills and knowledge 
at entrance to kindergarten demonstrated that, while most children were 
ready for school, social class and other group differences were already evident 
at this early stage. This finding suggests that even kindergarten is too late to 
intervene to narrow the achievement gap. What is needed are high-quality 
early childhood education programs, which have great potential for prevent- 
ing later school failure, particularly if they place a strong emphasis on language 
development. However, the potential of early childhood education is far from 
being achieved. 

In this chapter, I describe the context within which early childhood educa- 
tion takes place in the United States. I then identify the key language issues 
that teachers of young children are confronted with every day. Some of these 
issues differ from those addressed by Fillmore and Snow, who focus on 
school-age children. Early childhood is usually defined as birth through age 8, 
but for the purposes of this chapter, I address issues for teachers of children 
from birth to age 5. 
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Early Childhood Education in Context 

Early childhood programs operate in a variety of settings, both public and 
private, under a range of state standards, all of which are minimal. Unlike the 
K-12 educational system, in which certified teachers who hold baccalaureate 
degrees are the norm, early childhood programs are often staffed by teachers 
with minimal qualifications. As a result, 3- and 4-year-old children in the 
United States are enrolled in programs staffed by teachers with varying pro- 
fessional credentials. For example, a preschool child in Texas may attend a 
public school prekindergarten with a certified teacher, a Head Start program 
with a teacher who has a Child Development Associate (CDA) credential that 
requires 120 clock hours of formal professional education, or a child care cen- 
ter where the teacher must have only 8 clock hours of preservice training. 
(Head Start recently raised the teacher qualification requirement, and by 
2003, 50% of their teachers must have at least an associate’s degree in the field 
of early childhood education.) In addition, the younger the child, the less 
qualified the adult caregiver often is. This situation is particularly disturbing 
because the earliest years of fife are prime for learning language. 

Another complicating factor is that the content of early childhood teacher 
preparation varies greatly depending on state licensing standards for teachers. 
It is only within the last decade that the majority of states have had special- 
ized licensure for early childhood teachers, and among those states are 12 dif- 
ferent configurations of licensing based on the age range that a teacher is 
prepared to teach (Ratcliff, Cruz, & McCarthy, 1999). A number of states have 
an early childhood license that begins at kindergarten, which means that there 
is no baccalaureate-level preparation specific to serving children from birth 
through age 4. Many child care teachers attend associate-degree-granting 
institutions that offer majors in early childhood, but these programs do not 
provide the depth and breadth of language preparation outlined by Fillmore 
and Snow. Language development is usually addressed as part of a larger 
course on child development, and literacy may be a course of its own or part 
of a language arts strand. 

More significant, however, is the level of compensation for early childhood 
teachers. Because of inferior compensation, programs cannot demand that 
teachers have strong qualifications, such as broad and deep knowledge of 
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language. With no reliable third-party source of funding like public schools 
have (i.e., taxes), early childhood programs are subsidized by the teachers’ low 
salaries and lack of benefits. Currently, teachers in programs for young chil- 
dren receive average salaries that are less than half those of public school 
teachers (Cost, Quality, and Child Outcomes Study Team, 1995). This lack of 
adequate compensation leads to high rates of staff turnover in early childhood 
programs and makes it virtually impossible to recruit and retain well-quali- 
fied, well-educated teachers. 

A further complicating factor for early childhood programs is that they are 
being brought into the standards and accountability movement that has had a 
major impact on K-12 education over the last decade. States are adding 
prekindergarten standards and assessments, and Head Start is incorporating 
child outcomes data as part of its evaluation and accountability systems. Thus, 
very young children, including children whose home language is not English, 
are expected to demonstrate specific progress on identified learning out- 
comes, which always include language and early literacy objectives.This trend 
is positive in many ways, because it helps early childhood teachers focus on 
appropriate goals and encourages them to pay attention to individual chil- 
dren’s progress, adapting instruction and experiences when necessary. Of 
course, there are also many potentially negative aspects to the standards and 
accountability trend, especially when children’s individual rates of develop- 
ment and learning are ignored, or when it is not understood that their com- 
petencies were acquired in cultural and linguistic contexts that may not match 
those of the schools. 

This brief but bleak portrait of the context of early childhood education sug- 
gests that Fillmore and Snow have presented us with a daunting challenge. The 
task of ensuring that every early childhood teacher is sufficiendy knowledge- 
able about language becomes overwhelming in the context of minimal and 
uneven teacher qualifications, diverse preparation programs, and frequent staff 
turnover. Given the range of teacher qualifications, or the lack thereof, the 
minimum standard for knowledge about language that teachers should possess 
is difficult to set, particularly if it presupposes a teacher with a college degree. 
Moreover, there are other language issues confronting teachers working with 
young children that they have not addressed, a discussion of which follows. 
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Why Do Early Childhood Teachers Need to Know 
More About Language? 



The five teacher functions that Fillmore and Snow identify — communicator, 
educator, evaluator, educated human being, and agent of socialization — are all 
relevant for teachers working with young children. Some are particularly crit- 
ical, because these earliest years of development are the foundation for so 
much that occurs later. 

Teacher as Communicator 

The role of communicator or conversational partner is especially critical in 
the preschool years, the years during which a great deal of language acquisi- 
tion occurs. While it is true that, as Fillmore and Snow point out, language is 
not fully formed by age 5 or 6, a considerable amount of significant language 
development has or should have occurred by then. Young children acquire 
language through interactions with more accomplished speakers of the lan- 
guage, such as parents, family members, and teachers, as well as other children. 
However, many teachers and caregivers of very young children persist in the 
view that there is no reason to talk to children who cannot talk back. In addi- 
tion, certain child-rearing patterns and cultural perspectives lead to language 
interaction between adults and very young children that is quite different 
from the expectations of the school or program, as Fillmore and Snow 
describe. “To communicate successfully, teachers must know how to structure 
their own language output for maximum clarity. They must also have strate- 
gies for understanding what students are saying” (this volume, p. 10 ).This task 
is difficult enough when students are experienced users of language. 
However, when children are just learning to talk, the task of supporting each 
child’s language acquisition and of understanding what they are trying to say 
can be quite a challenge. For instance, it is not uncommon to find a situation 
where a child’s mother is the only person who can interpret the child’s com- 
munications. When children are served in groups, the teacher’s role as inter- 
locutor becomes even more complex. As a former preschool teacher, I can 
attest to the fact that children whose language is more advanced are typically 
spoken to more often by adults. This leads to a vicious cycle in which those 
children who are lagging behind engage in less language interaction than they 
need, and those who need interaction less get more of it. 
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Virtually every early childhood teacher preparation program addresses the 
topic of language development. Unfortunately, what teacher candidates are 
likely to learn about is the continuum of language development from cooing 
and babbling to one-word utterances, and so on.This process is too often pre- 
sented as though it is purely maturational. While maturation does play a part 
in language development, the role of experience and learning, especially 
within the social and cultural context, is much more significant. This dimen- 
sion of language acquisition is not taught specifically, which leaves many 
teacher candidates with no idea of what their role is in supporting language 
development at various levels or of what to do when it does not proceed as 
expected. Fillmore and Snow provide an outstanding rationale for why teach- 
ers need to know about language, but the emphasis for teachers of young 
children needs to be slighdy different. Early childhood teachers need to talk 
with children in ways that ensure that their language continues to develop, 
their vocabulary increases, and their grammar becomes more complex. 

At the same time, effective language interactions vary with the age of the 
child. The way we speak to babies, such as the use of“motherese,” is different 
from the way we interact with young toddlers — whose communications we 
may repeat or finish (e.g., Child: “Juice.” Adult: “You want some orange 
juice?”) — or with preschoolers, who need cognitively challenging language 
interaction and extended one-to-one conversation. Although this is not 
empirically documented, I have informally observed among teacher educa- 
tors and teachers that teacher candidates in professional preparation programs 
are not actually taught how to talk with young children in ways that promote 
optimal language development. I personally believe that talking to young 
children is a very difficult task. Most adults tend to interrogate children (e.g., 
What color is this? What letter is this?) rather than interact with them. Even 
in ostensible conversations, adults tend to answer for children when responses 
are not immediately forthcoming. For babies, toddlers, and preschool-aged 
children whose home language is not English, the challenges and questions 
are even more complex. Research shows that moving children into En glis h 
too soon can precipitate loss of the home language, which in turn disrupts 
family relationships and cultural and personal identity (Fillmore, 1991). 

Ideally, the goal is to support development of both English and the home lan- 
guage at the same time, but this requires hiring staff who are accomplished 
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speakers of both languages. Given the staffing problems identified earlier, this 
is rarely achieved. Parents typically prefer that teachers and caregivers come 
from their own cultural and linguistic community, a goal that is often met 
through family child care arrangements or Head Start. This preference may 
lead to hiring adults who do not speak English or who speak vernacular 
dialects of English. Such choices may promote and respect the home lan- 
guage, but they do not provide language models that support the acquisition 
of Standard English. Other families may want to move their children into 
English right away, which can result in negative consequences for the home 
language or can prevent children from acquiring a strong foundation in either 
their native language or English. For teachers of young children, the role of 
conversational partner — perhaps their most important role in language devel- 
opment — overlaps considerably with the role of educator. Early childhood 
teacher preparation must emphasize the particular function of the adults role 
in building language acquisition in the practical sense as well as the theoretical. 



Teacher as Evaluator 

More and more, early childhood teachers are thrust into the role of evalua- 
tors of childrens language. This has always been a very difficult role, because 
it involves attempting to identify children who may have developmental 
delays or disabilities. When young children are in the early stages of acquir- 
ing language, it is especially difficult to obtain valid and reliable data on their 
capabilities. Is performance variance attributable to normal, individual varia- 
tion in rates of development, to experiential variation that is relatively easy 
to remediate, or to an actual delay? The idea that every evaluation or assess- 
ment is actually a language assessment is also difficult for inexperienced, 
untrained evaluators to grasp, especially when they do not speak the lan- 
guage of the children being assessed. Head Start mandates that children with 
disabilities or developmental delays make up 10% of all programs; of that 
10%, a large majority are identified as having language delays. No one reaUy 
knows how many of these children are appropriately identified, but children 
whose home language is not English or is not Standard English are undoubt- 
edly over-represented. 

Teacher as Educator and Educated Human Being 

Teachers of young children need to be generalists in their knowledge of the 
world because children are interested in everything that goes on around 
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them. They want to know about insects, flora, fauna, weather, space travel, 
families, dinosaurs, food, jobs, construction, transportation, and why anything 
and everything happens! This does not mean that early childhood teachers 
must have every fact at their disposal, but it does mean that they need to have 
the extended vocabulary, curiosity, and skills to find out what they need to 
know to answer children’s questions. The role of teacher of young children is 
complex, but it certainly includes being a key informant and co-investigator. 
The poor salaries and inferior qualifications of teachers of young children 
reflect the persistent notion that these teachers do not need to know very 
much. In fact, the roles early childhood teachers need to fulfill in the area of 
language alone — not to mention literacy, mathematics, science, social devel- 
opment, and many others — belie this myth. 

Teacher as Agent of Socialization 

Socialization and language are two interrelated areas of development in the 
early years of fife. By school entrance, the process of socialization is well 
underway. However, when children are served in programs outside of the 
home beginning as babies, toddlers, and preschoolers, the socialization process 
is occurring simultaneously in two environments. The need to respect home 
languages and cultures is especially important. But how to convey this attitude 
while at the same time promoting the acquisition of Standard English is prob- 
lematic. Even well-qualified teachers ask, “How do I respect home language 
and support English language learning? When and how should English be 
introduced? How much do I need to know about culture (s)? What do I do 
when there are many different languages and cultures in the programs or 
when parents do not agree?” There are no simple answers to these questions. 
Instead, teachers must become skilled communicators and negotiators with 
families; they must be sufficiendy knowledgeable to become skilled profes- 
sional decision-makers (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997). 

What Should the Early Childhood Classroom 
Teacher Know? 

The issues that Fillmore and Snow discuss would be enlightening for most 
early childhood teachers and teacher candidates. Often, knowing what you do 
not already know is the best place to start a journey of discovery. For early 
childhood educators, I believe the focus should be on what they need to 
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know and be able to do. Wliat teachers need to know about language is 
important, but it is not as important as what they do with children. 
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Oral Language 

Although oral language development is a primary goal in early childhood 
programs, the learning experiences and teaching strategies provided do not 
always support this goal. Perhaps the most thorough observational study of 
what goes on in preschools was funded by the U.S. Department of 
Education (Layzer, Goodson, & Moss, 1993). The study describes the expe- 
riences of 4-year-old children from low-income families in three types of 
programs: Head Start, Chapter 1 -funded prekindergartens, and child care 
centers. Findings were not generalizable by program type because sites were 
not randomly selected. However, acceptable levels of quality were main- 
tained in all three program types, with Head Start consistendy rated highest. 
Observers spent one week in each classroom to get a comprehensive picture 
of what life is like in preschool. Many findings were positive, but others were 
of concern. A wide variety of activities was generally available, with more 
than half the children’s time spent in experiences designed to foster cogni- 
tive growth, but 20% of their time was spent in routines. Surprisingly, more 
than 25% of the classrooms did not have a story time, either for the whole 
group or for smaller groups. 

The study also provided a picture of teacher-child interactions.Teachers spent 
about two thirds of their time involved with children, but just 25% of that 
time was spent in teaching activities; 20% was spent controlling or managing 
children’s behavior. Interacting with children on an individual basis was rare 
for teachers, who spent only 10% of their time in individual interaction. Most 
disturbing, more than 30% of all the children across all classrooms had no 
individual interaction with a teacher, although the number varied by class- 
room from a few to the majority. In 12% of the classrooms, more than half the 
children received no individual attention over two observational periods 
(Layzer, Goodson, & Moss, 1 993) . 

The finding that a quarter of the classrooms did not even have one story time 
in a week is shocking. Given the value of storybook reading for vocabulary 
development and comprehension, not to mention that children usually love 
reading books, omitting story time is inexcusable. I can only speculate that 
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teachers saw story time as strictly a whole-group activity that they had diffi- 
culty managing and therefore avoided. 

The most common form of communication with children was commanding 
(33.7%), followed by explaining (33%) and questioning (16.3%). Given the 
recent emphasis on language and early literacy experiences in preschool, these 
findings might not be replicated today. Nevertheless, they have important 
implications for teacher education programs. Early childhood teachers need 
to know that one-to-one, extended, cognitively challenging conversations are 
necessary, and they need to know how to engage in such communication 
even with reluctant talkers. They need to know not only how the lexicon is 
acquired but also how to engage in practices that support vocabulary acquisi- 
tion. They also need to know how to engage in story reading and many other 
early literacy experiences, such as those that promote phonological awareness 
and prepare children for later success in reading (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; 
Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). 

If the picture of what goes on in preschools is enlightening, then it is also 
important to take a look at children’s language development at home. A sem- 
inal observational study of childrens early language experiences in their 
homes gathered an enormous amount of data over the first 3 years of chil- 
dren s lives (Hart & Risley, 1 995) . The tide of the book reporting the results 
mirrors the findings: Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young 
American Children. Significant differences between social-class groups were 
found both in quantity and quality of children’s early language experiences. 
The researchers compared the language interactions in professional-level, 
working-class, and welfare-recipient families. They found that by 3 years of 
age, the number of words that children had been exposed to in adult-child 
interactions ranged from 10 million in welfare families to more than 40 mil- 
lion in professional families. They also found that the quality of interactions 
varied gready, with welfare families responding negatively to their child’s lan- 
guage initiations 80% of the time, and professional families responding posi- 
tively 80% of the time. At age 4, children’s language patterns mirrored those 
of their families. 

I present these two contexts for language use — program and home — to 
demonstrate the extreme challenge confronting early childhood educators. 




65 



Chapter Two 



With increasing emphasis on school readiness, gaps in vocabulary size on 
arrival at school can imperil children’s academic futures. Thus we need to 
think about how best to structure preschool programs to ensure vocabulary 
development for all children. Kindergarten is much too late to address the 
language development trajectories of the children from the welfare and work- 
ing-class families described in Hart and Risley’s study. Earlier intervention is 
needed to prevent a gap from arising so that no one appears at the school 
door lacking the language skills that schools expect. Preschool programs must 
work to promote language development in all children. Given that children 
acquire language best in meaningful contexts, through conversational interac- 
tions and through encounters with written language, these must be the focus 
of instruction for teacher candidates. 
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Children also need time for social interaction and play with peers, which pro- 
vide excellent opportunities for language acquisition. But here again, the 
potential of the early childhood context is limited by its reality. Too often, 
opportunity for peer interaction is not provided at preschool, because young 
children are perceived to need more instruction from the teacher. Without 
external funding, early childhood programs are economically segregated so 
that children interact only with members of their own social, economic, and 
cultural group. Children who need them most often lack peer models of 
school-sanctioned language. In addition, children who are acquiring English 
as a second language need to interact with native-speaker peers, but often 
they do not because they are served within their own language community, 
and the teacher is the only one who speaks English. 

Fillmore and Snow’s discussion of vernacular dialects of English is excellent. 
This is an issue that has generated great controversy and very litde light. It is 
easy to agree with every point they raise on the issue, yet still be left search- 
ing for clarity on how to carry out what they recommend. Their discussion 
also raises frustrating questions. We assume that young children need teachers 
who speak their language. If this applies to vernacular dialects, how do chil- 
dren learn Standard English? In a racist and classist society, the more success- 
ful minority group members are those who can code -switch — that is, those 
who can converse in the language of the dominant culture but never lose 
their connection to or their ability to communicate in their own community 
and cultural group. Code-switching seems to be the product of family 
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instruction, but is there an effective role for educational institutions to play? 
Also, how do mainstream institutions, including child care and preschool pro- 
grams, even raise the issue without being perceived as racist and classist? 

Written Language 

Much of what Fillmore and Snow address under written language is less 
applicable to younger children, and yet the knowledge is valuable for their 
teachers. The topic that they do not address in detail is phonics instruction 
and its relationship to precursors in phonological and phonemic awareness. 
These are topics that early childhood teachers need to know more about, 
including appropriate ways for teaching young children. Mandates regarding 
phonics instruction are increasing, and this instruction is being thrust upon 
younger and younger children. Most early childhood teachers do not have 
sufficient training in ways to support children’s early literacy learning. We tend 
to tell them what not to do rather than what to do. If we advocate a balanced 
approach, they are left wondering what constitutes balance. If we tell them 
that simplistic phonics approaches are inadvisable in teaching English reading 
(as Fillmore and Snow say and with which I agree), we must also tell them 
how much phonics children do need, how to know which children need 
more or less explicit phonics instruction, and when to stop teaching phonics 
to which children. Given the political climate surrounding phonics instruc- 
tion, as well as the lack of research to answer these questions, this may be an 
unreasonable request. Nevertheless, it is what early childhood teachers need to 
know about written language. 

Courses Teachers Need to Take 

The list of courses that Fillmore and Snow recommend is exhaustive, 
although they indicate that the content does not need to be structured into 
individual courses. The study of cultural and linguistic diversity should be 
integrated throughout an early childhood teacher education program. 
Therefore, some of what they recommend might be addressed in multiple 
courses across diverse discipline areas (e.g., working with families, social-emo- 
tional development) (National Association for the Education of Young 
Children et al., 1996). I believe the two areas of study that are essential for 
teachers of young children are language development, including adults’ role in 
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supporting it, and second language learning and teaching that addresses the 
youngest age groups, including preverbal infants. 

The more pressing question, however, is, Who will teach such courses? I 
remember taking a linguistics class as part of my education course work and 
seeing no connection in what I was learning in the course to my future role 
as a teacher. In fact, it was one of the only courses I took that I did not really 
like. Unless these courses are taught by individuals who are educational lin- 
guists and who can connect learning to the real work of teachers, the study 
of these topics will neither inspire teachers nor improve teaching and learn- 
ing for children. Achieving this goal will be even harder for teachers of 
young children. 

Conclusion 

Educators are indebted to Lily Wong Fillmore and Catherine Snow for the 
series of challenges they present here. I began this chapter by describing the 
context of early childhood education, which presents a discouraging picture. 
However, knowing what teachers need to know about language (which is 
only one area of the curriculum, albeit a critical one) demands that the issue 
of teacher qualifications in early childhood education be addressed. Teachers 
of young children must obtain more education, better compensation, and 
greater respect. Their role in supporting children’s language acquisition alone 
is the “bare minimum” (Fillmore & Snow, this volume, p. 43 ) of what they 
have to contribute to children’s well-being and future potential. 
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We are in strong agreement with Fillmore and Snows argument regarding 
the need for all teachers to gain a deeper understanding of language, linguis- 
tics, and sociolinguistics. The need is especially urgent for those who teach 
second language learners. We commend Fillmore and Snow for expanding 
the dialogue about teaching second language learners beyond the usual focus 
on beginning-level students. Much work needs to be done to move interme- 
diate second language learners toward full academic proficiency in English. 

Our response to the Fillmore and Snow chapter comes from the perspective 
of bilingual/ESL teacher educators caught between an ideal conceptualiza- 
tion of what teachers need to know about language to do their work well and 
the real world demands of state policies that are increasingly limiting the 
amount of course work that can be required in initial teacher certification 
programs. These policies diminish the opportunity for teacher educators to 
lead teacher candidates in building the knowledge and skills they need to be 
effective in our schools. In this chapter, we point out several actions that 
Fillmore and Snow call for that we believe to be essential, and we propose an 
addition to the course work that they outline. We then explore a way of 
addressing the limitations on teacher training imposed by state policies. 
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Declining Knowledge About the English Language 

Fillmore and Snow present a very strong rationale for why teachers need to 
know more about language and how languages work. In their call for train- 
ing in the areas of linguistics and sociolinguistics, they refer to the country’s 
shifting demographics, including the tremendous increase in the number of 
English language learners in the public schools. They also articulate important 
language -related roles that teachers play and the linguistic knowledge that 
teachers need for these roles. Beyond that, Fillmore and Snow place the study 
of language in historical perspective. They point out that today’s teachers have 
not generally been required to study the English language — or any lan- 
guage — in depth. We are referring here to a formal study of the history and 
structure of English or other languages. One of us remembers taking 4 years 
of Latin in high school. It did not result in a high level of Latin fluency but 
did lead to a much better understanding of English grammar and syntax. Few 
schools offer Latin today. It is also the case, unfortunately, that too few of them 
require the study of foreign languages or in-depth study of the grammar of 
English. Language requirements have been relaxed at both the K-12 and uni- 
versity levels, a trend that has contributed to the problem of inadequate 
teacher preparation with regard to knowledge about language. 

Given the declining support for the formal study of language, English gram- 
mar, and linguistics at all levels of education, it becomes clear that solving the 
linguistic knowledge problem calls for a systemic approach beyond the 
domain of teacher preparation. Other areas of higher education have an 
important role to play. Foreign language requirements and English language 
requirements need to be strengthened throughout the university. Likewise, 
public school requirements in English language arts and other languages must 
be revisited and strengthened as well. Moreover, as Fillmore and Snow so 
forcefully state, the study of language must be expanded beyond the once tra- 
ditional attention to grammar to include sociolinguistic topics, such as pat- 
terns of language use in different communities and social settings, that can 
help teachers understand students’ language use at school. Addressing these 
issues will require more than a simple return to the language study traditions 
of the past. It will require significant updates in teacher preparation and 
teacher development syllabi. 

" 80 



Chapter Three 



73 



Standards-Based Education 

Fillmore and Snow point out that one obvious vehicle for addressing issues 
concerning knowledge about language is the standards movement that lies at 
the heart of current educational reform efforts (Goals 2000: Educate America 
Act, 1994; Improving Americas Schools Act, 1994). The content and per- 
formance standards developed by the states and professional organizations can 
contribute to the expansion and improvement of the study of English for 
both native and normative speakers. 

Initially, discussions about standards-based education focused on K-12 educa- 
tion, but it did not take long for the standards movement to affect teacher 
education. In 1986, the Task Force on Teaching as a Profession, of the 
Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy, published A Nation 
Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century (Carnegie Forum on Education and the 
Economy, 1986). That document detailed an eight-point action plan calling 
for higher standards for entering teachers (It also cited the need to recruit 
more minority teachers [Baca, Escamilla, & Caijuzaa, 1994]). In the same year, 
the Holmes Group, a teacher education reform group, published Tomorrow’s 
Teachers (Holmes Group, 1986). This report dealt with the role of higher edu- 
cation in the preparation of teachers. It promoted higher standards and 
advised exploration of the issues confronting teachers and teacher education. 
It advocated the professionalization of the teaching force (Baca et al., 1994). 
Both of these reports focused on the content-area knowledge that future 
teachers need and de-emphasized knowledge related to pedagogy. 

With respect to pedagogy, The Center for Research on Education, Diversity 
& Excellence (CREDE) has published a set of five standards for effective 
teaching and learning based on a comprehensive review of the literature and 
the consensus of multiple groups of educators and researchers (Tharp, 1997). 
These standards are highly relevant to the reform of teacher education and 
professional development for in-service teachers. Rueda (1998) has adapted 
them for use in professional development: 

• Facilitate learning and development by involving leaders and participants 
joindy in productive activity. 

• Promote learners’ ability to participate in discourse on professional topics. 
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• Connect teaching and learning to the experiences and skills of participants. 

• Challenge participants to develop complex solutions to problems. 

• Engage participants in dialogue, especially in instructional conversations. 

Dalton (1998) suggests that the term standard is to be understood in this con- 
text to signal its original meaning: the standard as the flag that leads the way, 
giving direction at the head of a procession. In that sense, these standards 
serve as basic guidelines or principles for guiding staff development and 
teacher education. 

Clearly, there is an essential connection between teaching and standards for K- 
12 students (National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, 1989). If the 
new, challenging content and performance standards for K-12 students are to 
be achieved, a well-prepared teaching force is required. For that reason, the 
standards movement today is driving much of the reform in teacher education. 

Issues in Improving Teacher Education 

In some locations, the standards movement has already shaped teacher prepa- 
ration programs. A telling example is the state of Colorado, which adopted a 
new set of Standards for Teacher Education in May 2000 (Standards for Teacher 
Education, 2000). At present, all syllabi for teacher education classes are being 
prepared around the state’s K-12 and teacher education standards, and each 
course must specifically address these standards. All candidates must complete 
their program within 4 years or 120 semester hours. 

Revising the teacher preparation curriculum to reflect the standards does not 
resolve all of the issues associated with improving teaching and teacher edu- 
cation; in fact, the standards raise some new issues. Fillmore and Snow, as well 
as others (see, e.g., August & Hakuta, 1997, and McLaughlin & Shepard, 
1995), have pointed out that the standards-based education movement has not 
adequately addressed the educational plight of two significant populations: K- 
12 students who are learning English as a second language and the teachers 
who teach these students. Indeed, in Colorado, the influential state teacher 
education standards do not include standards related to teaching diverse pop- 
ulations or English language learners. 
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Colorado’s new standards place tight restrictions on teacher education pro- 
grams. Teacher educators are being asked to teach more in less time:The man- 
date to prepare teachers in 120 semester hours represents a 20 semester hour 
reduction from previous requirements. Professors are struggling to incorpo- 



of semester hours. Further, future teachers must have an academic major; they 
cannot major in education. Majors in psychology, sociology, anthropology, and 
linguistics are discouraged, as the state prefers academic majors in disciplines 
that are taught in public schools, such as history, math, and science. 

While university teacher education programs are addressing these new limits, 
Colorado school districts are facing numerous challenges in implementing 
standards-based educational programs — challenges that have implications for 
teacher education. Many of these challenges are linked to the growing num- 
ber of ethnically, linguistically, and economically diverse students in K-12 
classrooms in the state; a rapidly growing K-12 population; and the begin- 
nings of a severe teacher shortage. This shortage is most severe in the areas of 
ESL and bilingual education. It is doubtful that teacher education programs in 
the state will be able to produce the number of teachers needed to address this 
shortage. As a result, many school districts in the state have had to employ 
teachers on emergency authorization and to create and support alternative 
licensure programs for these teachers. It also falls to school districts to help 
these teachers learn what they need to know about the standards and to sup- 
port them as they implement standards in their classrooms. 

Neither the changing K-12 population, nor the pending teacher shortage, nor 
the challenges of implementing standards-based reforms are unique to 
Colorado. Rather, they reflect national trends. The suggestions offered by 
Fillmore and Snow must be understood in the context of tremendous pres- 
sures on school districts and teacher education programs. 

The Language Knowledge Base 

We are not suggesting that these heavy demands on teacher education and 
school districts mitigate the importance of Fillmore and Snow’s arguments. 
To the contrary, their proposal provides an excellent framework for the set of 
teacher education courses that could lead to improved opportunities to learn 
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for English language learners. We agree wholeheartedly that the knowledge 
base they propose should be included in teacher preparation programs for all 
teachers, not just those preparing to be bilingual or ESL teachers. But where 
and how do we fit this knowledge base and course work into our current 
pre-service teacher preparation programs, given new state mandates for less 
course work and more attention to the K-12 content standards? How do we 
fit an additional 21 units of course work into existing 30-unit degree pro- 
grams for Master’s students? 

We do not mean to suggest that answering these questions should involve 
reducing either the breadth or the depth of the Fillmore and Snow proposal. 
In fact, rather than reduce or condense it, we suggest an addition to the top- 
ics they set out. We submit that teacher education programs must address the 
beliefs that teachers have about how second languages are learned and 
acquired. The impact of teachers’ beliefs on their teaching practices has been 
well documented (Gonzales & Darling-Hammond, 1997; Houston, 1990; 
Pajares, 1992; Richardson, Anders, Tidwell, & Lloyd, 1991). McLaughlin 
(1992) outlines common teacher beliefs about second language acquisition 
and documents some myths and misconceptions about teaching English to 
second language learners: 

Myth 1: Children learn second languages quickly and easily, 
and they learn second languages faster than adults do. 

In fact, research supports the opposite conclusion: The adult is the better and 
faster learner of second languages. Language learning is complex and requires 
strong teacher support over several years (Bialystok & Hakuta, 1994; Birdsong 
& MoHs, 2001). 

Myth 2: The younger the child, the more skilled he or she 
will be in acquiring the second language. 

Again, the research does not support this assumption. The only advantage the 
younger child has is the ability to develop more native-like pronunciation. 
Older children make more rapid progress in language acquisition because of 
their more advanced cognitive development (Bialystok & Hakuta, 1999; 
Flege, 1999; Snow, 1987). 
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Myth 3 : The more time students spend in a context where 
English predominates, the more quickly they learn the lan- 
guage. 

This is the assumption behind the support for Proposition 227 in California. 
Research, however, has shown that children who receive bilingual education 
acquire English language skills equivalent to those acquired by children who 
have been in English-only programs (Cummins, 1981; Hakuta, 2001; 
Ramirez, Yuen, & Ramey, 1991). 

Myth 4: Children have acquired a second language once they 
are able to speak it. 

Many teachers think that because an immigrant child speaks in English on the 
playground, that child is ready for an all-English curriculum. However, a child 
who is proficient in face-to-face social communication is not necessarily 
ready for the more abstract, disembedded use of language in academic con- 
texts (August & Hakuta, 1997; Bialystok & Hakuta, 1994; Cummins, 2000). 

Myth 5: All children learn additional languages in the same 
way. 

While teachers may not say this, the curriculum in many schools reflects this 
unwarranted belief However, the research in this area shows that there are 
differences across groups according to language and that there are differences 
within specific language groups. (See, e.g., Heath, 1983.) 

In summary it is important for all teachers to understand that second lan- 
guage learning takes longer, is harder and more complex, and involves a great 
deal more effort than they have been led to believe. 

Changing What Teachers Learn About Language 

We suggest two general approaches to implementing Fillmore and Snow’s 
suggestions for enhancing teacher expertise with regard to language: (1) 

increased support from professional organizations for reforming teacher edu- 
cation and (2) broad distribution of language information across teacher edu- 
cation courses and professional development programs for in-service teachers. 
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Although the standards train has already left the station, it is not too late to 
use this vehicle for improving the linguistic knowledge of teachers. Even 
though the opportunity to develop standards that address language knowl- 
edge comprehensively has been missed, it is not too late to challenge the 
standards-setting players to affect the standards implementation process with 
regard to the language and language learning issues for teachers that Fillmore 
and Snow raise. 

Three influential language-related groups could assist with this effort: the 
National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), Teachers of English to 
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), and the National Association for 
Bilingual Education (NABE). NCTE has established standards for what stu- 
dents need to know and be able to do with regard to understanding and using 
the English language in the public schools (National Council of Teachers of 
English and International Reading Association, 1996). The TESOL standards 
for preK-12 students (Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, 
1997) and the NABE standards for preparing bilingual/ multicultural teachers 
(National Association for Bilingual Education, 1992) provide direction for 
improving teaching of second language learners in K-12 classrooms. Raisin g 
the standards here should produce high school graduates who have higher 
levels of English competency and greater knowledge about language before 
they go into teacher preparation programs. Higher standards at the K-12 level 
should also put pressure on higher education to strengthen the knowledge of 
language and linguistics required of teacher candidates who will address these 
standards when they enter the profession. 

Another influential group is the National Council for the Accreditation of 
Teacher Education (NCATE). Donna Gollnick (this volume) describes 
that group s progress in developing teacher preparation standards for all 
teachers that include more in-depth knowledge of culture, the English lan- 
guage, and linguistics. 

A practical approach to increasing teacher knowledge about language involves 
reconfiguring teacher preparation programs. Fillmore and Snow have pro- 
posed a comprehensive fist of courses that would provide this knowledge. 
Adding the language courses is impractical in the context of the regular 
course requirements for either an undergraduate degree or a masters degree 
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in education. One possible approach to addressing this problem is creating a 
new kind of master s degree in the area of bilingual education and ESL that 
would focus on the structure of English and on sociolinguistics. Teachers 
with this training could provide expertise to staff development programs in 
school districts. 

But as we have emphasized, along with Fillmore and Snow, all teachers need 
to know much more about language.Thus we suggest a second, more general 
solution: distributing the recommended courses across the years of under- 
graduate and graduate education and through ongoing professional develop- 
ment for teachers. In that scenario, the training sequence might look like this: 

Undergraduate teacher preparation would include these courses: 

0 Language Development 

• Language and Cultural Diversity 

Masters degrees in education would include these: 

0 Language and Linguistics 

• Sociolinguistics for Educators in a Linguistically Diverse Society 

• Second Language Learning and Teaching 

Professional development programs would offer these courses: 

° The Language of Academic Discourse 

0 Text Analysis and Language Understanding in Educational Settings 

While not every teacher would end up taking the entire sequence of courses 
in this model, all teachers would have at least a basic foundation of the knowl- 
edge and skills necessary to promote their students’ language development. 
Teachers who pursue masters degrees would have all of the recommended 
courses. Specialized teachers — especially bilingual and ESL teachers and per- 
haps literacy specialists — could address all of the recommended topics in 
redesigned classes. 
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As teacher educators, we recommend that this ambitious effort begin at the 
higher education level in the relevant content area courses. If bilingual and 
ESL educators took the lead, they could invite their colleagues in reading and 
English language arts education, as well as in English departments, to cooper- 
ate in this effort. In addition, a language and culture curriculum for profes- 
sional development could be designed in collaboration with the staff 
development units in public school districts. This model could be developed, 
implemented, and refined over a period of several years. 

Implementing the changes that Fillmore and Snow call for must proceed 
from a broad, systemic view of education, taking into account the kinds of 
knowledge about language that teacher candidates can be expected to have 
acquired, the state and status of the language and language learning standards 
for K-12 students, the emerging standards for teaching and teacher education, 
and the roles of professional associations and educational policy makers in 
standards implementation. Change must come at multiple levels, including the 
public schools and higher education. 
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In responding to Fillmore & Snow’s paper, I offer first the kind of reaction that 
many teacher educators experience when they confront yet another sugges- 
tion for an additional course or curriculum element. Then I respond to 
Fillmore and Snow’s very serious endeavor to rethink the nature of the under- 
standings teachers should have about language when entering the classroom. 

In their chapter, Fillmore and Snow develop a compelling rationale for why 
teachers need to know more about language in their roles as communicator, 
educator, evaluator, educated human being, and agent of socialization. They 
then organize the knowledge base that teachers need according to 10 ques- 
tions that teachers should be able to answer. While existing teacher education 
classes undoubtedly deal with some of this material, much of it may not be 
covered. The authors propose to distribute this knowledge across seven possi- 
ble courses. These courses are meant to be taken within the pedagogical 
sequence, rather than within the general education or content elements of a 
teacher education program, or perhaps during inservice education. 
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Fillmore and Snow propose an enormous number of topics that teachers 
should know about. They do not stand alone in their call to add to the teacher 
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education curriculum, however. There are constant attempts to add credit 
hours and topics to the already crowded and tightly structured preservice 
teacher education curriculum. New topics that have been proposed include, 
probably quite appropriately, women’s studies, geography, a second course in 
student learning and development, urban education, rural education, and 
teaching profoundly handicapped individuals (in addition to an already- 
required special education course). An initial pragmatic response to such 
requests is, “Get in line.” Preservice teacher education is faced with a limited 
number of credit hours within which to prepare teachers. These hours are 
often state-mandated both in number and in topic. Many programs require 
just 1 year (e.g., 5 th -year Masters in Teaching programs), and few are longer 
than 2, with a considerable amount of time and credit hours consumed by 
student teaching. I assume that Fillmore and Snow are not suggesting that all 
seven courses they propose be taken during the preservice teacher preparation 
program. But adding just one course is a challenge — let alone subtracting one 
to add another. 

I move now from the pragmatic critique to an examination of Fillmore and 
Snow’s serious and deep analysis of the linguistic knowledge that teachers 
should possess in order to operate effectively in today’s classrooms. I do not 
intend to question the nature of the formal knowledge they present or its rep- 
resentation in five teacher functions, ten questions, and seven courses. Others 
have taken up that challenge. Instead, I place Fillmore and Snow’s work 
within a larger frame of knowledge that teachers acquire, develop, and use in 
their classrooms. I outline key conceptualizations of knowledge in order to 
raise questions concerning the depth of understanding about language that 
teachers need for their work and about how this understanding relates to 
teaching in the classroom. I also address the ways in which formal knowledge, 
such as the knowledge about language that Fillmore and Snow advocate, is 
held by teachers and used in teaching action. With this discussion as back- 
ground, I refocus on the formal knowledge presented by Fillmore and Snow. 



Teacher Knowledge 

In recent years, teacher knowledge has been of considerable interest in 
research on teaching and the focus of extensive debate. The research on 
teacher knowledge addresses such issues as the relationship among beliefs 
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knowledge, and action; forms of knowledge held by teachers; and how teach- 
ers learn to teach. 1 The debates address two issues: the definition of knowl- 
edge and whether it should be treated primarily as a philosophical or an 
experiential construct; and whether there is a difference between formal 
knowledge and practical knowledge. In the philosophically grounded litera- 
ture, a distinction is made between beliefs and knowledge. Knowledge 
depends on a warrant or justification that addresses the validity of a proposi- 
tion as understood within a community (Green, 1971;Lehrer, 1990). This def- 
inition of knowledge anchors the concept outside the domain of the 
individual. A belief, on the other hand, does not require a warrant. The body 
of understandings about language that Fillmore and Snow address is an exam- 
ple of this warranted and community-held notion of knowledge. 

The experiential definition of knowledge, on the other hand, ignores the 
justification condition. For example, Alexander (2000) describes knowledge 
this way: 

Broadly defined, knowledge signifies all that one knows or 
believes, without direct consideration of the source of that 
knowledge, its explicitness, or its veracity. . . . Knowledge 
from this epistemological vantage point constitutes the realm 
of human understanding, whether accurate or incomplete, 
declarative or procedural, tacit or explicit, (p. 29) 

This definition places knowledge solely within the individual as a major fac- 
tor that affects action. 




The second debate focuses on the nature of formal and practical knowledge. 
From Aristotle to Fenstermacher (1979) and Schon (1983), an epistemologi- 
cal distinction has been drawn between practical knowledge and formal 
knowledge. 2 Practical knowledge is that which accrues from experience in 
practice; formal knowledge consists of those understandings that are war- 
ranted and accepted within a community. However, for those who operate 
within the strictly experiential conceptualization in which knowledge is all 
that does and can come to an individuals mind — even that which is not con- 
scious — such an epistemological differentiation between formal and practical 
knowledge is not possible. As Fenstermacher (1994) pointed out in his article 
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on teacher knowing, experiential scholars use the term knowledge as a group- 
ing term. For example, Alexander, Schallert, and Hare (1991) described 26 
terms for knowledge that are used in the literature on literacy, terms that are 
not meant to be epistemologically distinct. 

In addition to disagreement about the definition of knowledge, there are also 
socio-political concerns about the distinction between formal and practical 
knowledge. Critics suggest that such a differentiation automatically privileges 
formal over practical knowledge and thereby relegates teachers as practical 
knowledge producers to a lower status than researchers (see, for example, 
Anderson & Herr, 1999; Cochran-Smith & Lyde, 1999). 

In my work as researcher and teacher educator, I find that the distinctions 
between knowledge and beliefs and between formal and practical knowledge 
are useful (Richardson, 1996). If one accepts all experienced understanding as 
knowledge, standards for veracity are difficult to employ: Knowledge, by def- 
inition, may include deception, illusion, and falsehood. Is there incorrect or 
untruthful knowledge? On the other hand, if one accepts a differentiation 
between beliefs and knowledge, beliefs may be examined in relation to 
knowledge that derives from research and scholarship on certain phenom- 
ena. 3 Thus in this chapter, I am using knowledge as a term that does not include 
beliefs and requires a warrant. 

Differentiating formal and practical knowledge helps to explain the lack of 
clear and linear relationships between the theory and research-based knowl- 
edge of learning and teaching, on the one hand, and teaching actions on the 
other. It also helps explain the remarkable amount of often tacit understand- 
ing that appears to be a part of actions teachers take at particular moments 
within specific contexts. Since this book focuses on knowledge about lan- 
guage that needs to be acquired during teacher education, I use the episte- 
mological distinction between formal and practical knowledge. I describe two 
forms of formal knowledge (disciplinary and foundational) that are not dif- 
ferentiated epistemologically but are appropriately grouped in two categories 
of the teacher education curriculum. 
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Formal Knowledge 

Formal knowledge consists of understandings that are agreed upon within a 
community of scholars as worthwhile and justified. Formal knowledge goes 
well beyond facts to include arguments, argument form, disciplinary struc- 
tures and habits of mind, the intellectual history of a field, and the appropri- 
ate methodology for determining veracity Within teacher education, formal 
knowledge may be divided into two forms that relate to the curriculum: dis- 
cipline knowledge and foundational knowledge. 

Discipline Knowledge 

This knowledge relates to the subject matter curriculum that teachers and 
students enact in the classroom. A teacher’s disciplinary knowledge includes 
an understanding of the structure and logic of the discipline as well as its sub- 
stance. By and large, preservice secondary education students are required to 
obtain a major or its equivalent in the subject that they are planning to teach 
and sometimes a minor in another discipline. Elementary preservice students 
are also often required to major in a subject, but this is not always the case 
because elementary teachers usually need to know about many subjects. 

Foundational Knowledge 

This is knowledge that surrounds and influences the teaching act. It does not 
become a part of the formal preK-12 school curriculum but is used by teach- 
ers in enacting the curriculum, organizing and managing the classroom, inter- 
acting with students, and working collectively with other professionals within 
and outside school settings. Foundational knowledge includes such areas (and 
often courses) as general studies, student learning and development (educa- 
tional psychology), educational foundations and policy, teachers and teaching, 
multicultural education, literacy across the curriculum, and special education. 
The knowledge field concerning language that Fillmore and Snow describe 
is one type of foundational knowledge. 

Discipline and foundational knowledge sometimes come together in the 
scholarship on teaching. Shiftman (1986), for example, posits a form of knowl- 
edge that combines disciplinary and foundational knowledge: pedagogical content 
knowledge, which involves teachers knowing their subject matter in a way that 
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brings foundational knowledge about student learning and the classroom con- 
text together with subject matter knowledge to bear on instruction. 

Practical Knowledge 

Practical knowledge is acquired through experience in teaching. First 
explored with regard to teaching by Elbaz (1983) and developed further by 
Clandinin and Connelly (1987), practical knowledge is often tacit and con- 
textual. It is conceived of as embodied in the whole person, not just the mind; 
and it relates, in part, to the way people physically interact with the environ- 
ment (Johnson, 1987). This knowledge is personalized, idiosyncratic, and con- 
textual, and, forYinger (1987), it emerges during action. 

Practical knowledge is of particular importance to teaching because teach- 
ing involves action and is highly contextual. The issue of how to begin the 
acquisition of practical knowledge in preservice education, prior to the stu- 
dent’s becoming a teacher, remains a challenge for teacher educators. The 
use of cases (J. Shulman, 1992), early practica in the field, simulations, and 
analysis of videotapes (Lampert & Ball, 1999) may help to introduce stu- 
dents to practical knowledge and bring formal knowledge and practice 
together. But the relationship between formal knowledge and practical 
knowledge remains unclear, as does the relationship between formal knowl- 
edge and classroom action. 

Two issues arise in considering the formal knowledge covered in preservice 
teacher education. One, mentioned above, concerns the relationship between 
formal and practical knowledge and the relationship of both to teacher 
action. Since teaching is action, 4 it would be helpful to know how the vari- 
ous forms of knowledge are, or should be, used in the teaching act. The sec- 
ond issue pertains to how deeply preservice teacher education students should 
hold this knowledge. This consideration relates, in part, to how we think 
knowledge should be used or represented in the classroom. 
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Relationships Among Forms of Knowledge and 
Teaching Action 

Doyle (1979) suggests that the classroom is an ecological system with six 
properties that help to drive teaching action: multidimensionality, simultane- 
ity, immediacy, unpredictability, publicness, and history. These properties affect 
the way in which teachers’ knowledge and understandings are used in the 
classroom context. A surface analysis would suggest that the clearest relation- 
ship between teachers’ formal knowledge and classroom action lies in disci- 
pline knowledge. After all, in order to teach history, teachers need to have 
formal knowledge of history. In fact, there is one view of teaching, developed 
by Stephens (1967) and described and critiqued by Murray (1996), that sug- 
gests that teachers simply require subject matter knowledge in combination 
with a set of natural human tendencies, such as the tendency to talk about 
what one knows. Hiring teachers would involve assessing their subject matter 
understanding and their innate natural teaching tendencies. This sense of nat- 
ural teaching still prevails in the many calls for reform in teacher education 
that emphasize courses in the disciplinary majors with a concomitant reduced 
emphasis on pedagogical education. 

However, while content knowledge is clearly important in classroom action, 
the relationship with formal knowledge is not linear. Representing discipli- 
nary knowledge in the classroom requires much more than simply under- 
standing that knowledge (Grossman, 1990; L. S. Shulman, 1986): It requires 
pedagogical content knowledge. 

The relationship between foundational knowledge and teaching action is 
even more of a puzzle. At what point, and how, will teachers use their formal 
understanding of school finance, student efficacy theory, or “the wide array of 
writing systems that exist in the world’s languages” (Fillmore & Snow, this 
volume, p.34) in their classroom actions? Not only do we not know the 
answer to this question empirically, we often do not have normative expecta- 
tions for such use. I am certainly not suggesting that this knowledge is not 
used by teachers in their classrooms. My sense is that much of the founda- 
tional knowledge contributes to teachers’ approaches to knowledge and 
teaching, habits of mind, views of themselves as professionals, understandings 
of and ability to determine what students bring with them to the classroom, 
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and understandings of the connection between their classrooms and the larger 
society in making ethical decisions for their students in light of the society’s 
democratic ideals. And much of this knowledge may eventually be internal- 
ized and folded within practical knowledge. 

Some of the formal foundational knowledge that teachers learn may be 
somewhat linearly related to classroom action, such as the theory and practice 
of specific classroom strategies like cooperative learning. Normative expecta- 
tions are made explicit when the teacher educator introduces cooperative 
learning to the students: That is, cooperative learning is a good approach to 
use in a heterogeneous classroom when you want students to cooperate on 
learning a topic in the curriculum or completing a joindy produced project. 

I mentioned above that foundational knowledge may be folded within prac- 
tical knowledge. At this point in the research that focuses on teacher cogni- 
tion, the relationship between formal knowledge and practical knowledge is 
extremely unclear. Fenstermacher and I have developed and studied a way of 
bringing formal knowledge into teachers’ reflections and everyday teacher 
actions (Fenstermacher, 1994; Fenstermacher & Richardson, 1993). Calling it 
the Practical Argument Process, we work with individual teachers in examin- 
ing videotapes of their teaching to elicit their premises for practice and 
explore alternative premises derived from recent research and theory. This 
strategy is viewed as a change process rather than a descriptive study of the 
ways in which formal knowledge becomes translated into or embedded 
within practical knowledge and action. 

Depth of Knowledge 

A second issue concerns the depth at which teacher education students should 
hold formal knowledge so that it becomes useful in teaching. I could, for 
example, give my M. A. certification students a paper on some aspect of lan- 
guage use and tell them that there will be a quiz on it. The students would be 
able to do very well on a multiple-choice test concerning the information in 
that document. Would this mean that they now know what teachers need to 
know about language use? Perhaps something about it. But if knowledge were 
retained at all, it would be held in a form that probably would not be particu- 
larly useful in the classroom. To be of use in action, a depth of understanding 
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is required for use in planning, instructional action, student assessment, and 
reflection. In order for foundational knowledge to be helpful in teaching 
practice, it needs to be so deeply held by teachers that it may be used in deter- 
mining and interpreting the meanings that their students bring to the class- 
room. This requirement speaks to the dilemma of depth versus breadth in 
content coverage that is faced by all teachers and teacher educators. 



An Example of Knowledge Use in Teacher Education 

I present now an example of knowledge development and use involving my 
own attempts at helping teacher education students gain an understanding of 
culture that they could eventually use in classroom teaching. My point con- 
cerns the depth of understanding that is required to make sense of and use 
such knowledge in a teacher education classroom: It took considerable time 
for me to acquire this understanding, and it takes time for teacher education 
students to acquire it as well. And yet knowledge of cultural differences is just 
one among many elements suggested by Fillmore and Snow 

My memory of this incident was triggered by a description in the 
Fillmore/Snow chapter of cultural differences in the concept of self in rela- 
tion to family and community. They suggest that Mexican children “have a 
sure sense of self within the world of the home” (Fillmore & Snow, this vol- 
ume, p. 18). Then they refer to Popovi Da (1969) for a description of Pueblo 
Indian children: “The central unit is the community, and its needs and 
requirements take precedence over those of the individual” (Fillmore & 
Snow, this volume, p. 18). They go on to suggest that teachers should be cog- 
nizant of these differences. 

When I moved to the University of Arizona as a teacher educator, I read a 
number of books and articles to prepare myself both to understand my stu- 
dents and to prepare them for cultural diversity in the classroom (e.g., Au 
& Jordan, 1981; Greenbaum & Greenbaum, 1981; Philips, 1983; and, later, a 
novel by Barbara Kingsolver, 1993). This foundational knowledge suggested 
to me that the world view of the American Indian child was very different 
from that of the Anglo child, at least in terms of identity as a community 
member and as an individual. I found this to be a profoundly difficult dif- 
ference to appreciate. This was not merely an issue of competitive versus 
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cooperative groups. These are Anglo terms developed within an individualis- 
tic culture. My Anglo world is so deeply individualistic that developing an 
intense or even modest understanding of what it would mean to have a 
community-oriented identity was extraordinarily difficult. From assessment 
practices to playing sports, obtaining a job, and respecting individual rights, 
this is an individualistic society. 

I worked hard at making sense of such differences, and I still do. I also 
worked with my teacher education students on these concepts and was 
helped myself by the diversity within these classes. I believed that under- 
standing these world view differences is extremely important to teachers in 
the Southwest. Nonetheless, just as I had difficulty placing myself within the 
community-oriented paradigm, so too did my Anglo students.They certainly 
could have passed a multiple choice test after I addressed the subject the first 
time. But that form of knowing would have been of little help to them as they 
entered the world of classroom action. As mentioned above, it is best that this 
formal foundational knowledge be deeply held, if not internalized, such that 
it can affect classroom action in many different ways. 

But even more difficult to contemplate is how this knowledge should be used 
in classroom action. Some of the research on cultural differences is immedi- 
ately useful. For example, “Don’t form negative views about your students 
when they don’t look you in the eye” is an easy notion to get across and to 
remember. If my students were to end up teaching on Indian reservations, 
knowledge about identity would be helpful in organizing tasks that did not 
rely on competition among individuals. The teacher might begin to slowly 
introduce students to the nature of a competitive society, were the community 
interested in preparing students for non-reservation life. However, many of my 
teacher education students ended up teaching in classrooms with diverse pop- 
ulations of students: Anglo, Fhspanic, American Indian, and African American. 

The best that I could do as a teacher educator was to help the students 
develop a tolerance for diversity and understand that differences in how chil- 
dren approach tasks may be related to cultural background. At the same time, 
it was important to stress that teachers should not stereotype on the basis of 
cultural background. The question of what learning tasks to select in either a 
homogeneous or heterogeneous classroom remains open. The responses to 



such questions rely on more than knowledge of language and culture. These 
become deeply ethical issues that must be worked out by the teacher within 
the specific community context in which the school is located, as well as in 
consideration of school district goals, state standards, and national ideals. 

Knowledge of Language in the Teacher Education 
Curriculum 

The type of knowledge about language that Fillmore and Snow endorse in 
their chapter is formal and foundational in nature, and questions may be asked 
about all such knowledge. A first set of questions relates to the depth of 
understanding of the language curriculum that the authors are proposing for 
teacher education students. Within this set are questions about the pragmatics 
of when and how this knowledge should be introduced. A second set of ques- 
tions relates to the relationship between this knowledge and teacher action in 
the classroom. 

An enormous amount of information is presented to preservice teacher edu- 
cation students. Not only are they learning their subject matter disciplines, 
they are also being introduced to a number of additional disciplines that relate 
to learning, teaching, and schooling: psychology, history, philosophy, sociology, 
anthropology, and linguistics, among others. Obviously not all of this knowl- 
edge can be internalized in the very short period of time that students are 
studying teaching prior to becoming teachers. Fillmore and Snow are pre- 
senting the linguistics case and suggesting that the material could be covered 
in seven courses. This can’t happen in the preservice curriculum at this point. 
Is it possible to focus on a subset of this material without losing its discipli- 
nary character? Are there important themes that we want preservice students 
to walk away with? Can they learn this material after they start teaching? 

The second set of questions relates to the relationship between formal and 
practical knowledge and between these forms of knowledge and classroom 
action. In other words, is the knowledge covered in preservice teacher educa- 
tion worthwhile? Disciplinary knowledge is extremely important; one would 
think that knowledge of how children develop and learn, how various systems 
affect schools and classrooms, and how language is structured are important as 
well. Questions of practice, though, seldom map on to questions asked by 
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scholars within a field. In response to the instantaneous demands of the class- 
room, foundational knowledge in a particular area has to be quickly melded 
with knowledge in other areas and knowledge of the classroom context, 
resulting in action that may be difficult to trace to a specific foundational area. 
Perhaps what we can hope for is that teachers reflect on classroom questions 
and dilemmas using constructs that are helpful in the immediate context — 
but more importandy, that teachers continue to pursue foundational knowl- 
edge that provides some clarification to their questions and points toward 
potential changes in practice. We would also hope that teachers are able to 
explore and justify their classroom actions with premises drawn from formal 
and practical knowledge. 

Three possible approaches in preservice teacher education may deal with the 
problem of the massive curriculum: 1) Cover as much content as possible 
during preservice teacher education so that some of these constructs may 
stick, to be called upon in times of need; 2) within the teacher education pro- 
gram, develop a set of themes that are close to practice and that cut across 
many foundational areas; 3) recognize that preservice teacher education stu- 
dents can’t possibly retain this knowledge for long and consider developing 
programs of staff development in which foundational knowledge may be used 
to question, explain, justify, and develop practical knowledge. 5 

At this point, I engage in all three of these approaches, but I believe that we 
ought to consider the theme approach more fully than we have in preservice 
teacher education. Done well, a theme such as culture and cultural differ- 
ences, described in relation to language in the Fillmore/Snow chapter, would 
eventually allow teachers to focus on problems of practice and understand 
how a response to these problems can be informed by foundational under- 
standings. This approach would bring together formal and practical knowl- 
edge. Issues of culture and cultural difference should be addressed in all 
foundational classes with an emphasis on how a particular foundational 
understanding can contribute to an understanding of these issues and toward 
possible action plans. In addition, because many of the teacher action deci- 
sions that are surrounded by formal knowledge of language and culture are 
also ethical in nature, students should have the opportunity to understand the 
ethical dilemmas they may face in the diverse classroom as they are presented 
with formal knowledge about language and culture. 
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Notes 



1 For thorough reviews of the literature, see Borko & Putnam (1996), Carter 
(1990), Fenstermacher (1994), Munby, Martin, & Russell (in press), and 
Richardson (1996). 

2 From an epistemological point of view, both formal and practical knowledge 
require justification or warrant, although “they are different undertakings 
depending on the domain in which one states one’s claims. What distinguishes 
this effort in the practical as opposed to the formal domain is that we do not 
require the methods or other paraphernalia of science” (Fenstermacher, 1994, 
p. 28). 

3 At the same time, I am aware that our knowledge base shifts as we move 
through time and continual exploration of empirical premises. 

4 I use the term action rather than behavior because action combines behaviors 
with intentions. According to David (1994), "1) Actions are doings having 
mentalistic explanations of a certain sort. 2) Actions are doings that are inten- 
tional under some descriptions. 3) Actions are doings that begin with a cer- 
tain kind of event. 4) Actions are doings of which the doer has a certain kind 
of awareness” (p. 112). David asserts that actions are one or any combination 
of the above. 

5 Fenstermacher (1993) has suggested that teacher education students should 
begin to develop practical knowledge as soon as they enter the program 
through internships in the field. After several years of a mentoring appren- 
ticeship approach, they should then return to the university for topics in 
foundations, psychology, pedagogical content knowledge, and so forth. (See 
also Tom, 1995.) 



98 



What Teachers Need to Know About Language 



References 



Alexander, P. (2000). Toward a model of academic development: Schooling 
and the acquisition of knowledge. Educational Researcher, 29(2), 28-33. 

Alexander, P. A., Schallert, D. L., & Hare,V. (1991). Coming to terms: How 
researchers in learning and literacy talk about knowledge. Review of 
Educational Research, 61 (3), 315-343. 

Anderson G. L., & Herr, K. (1999). The new paradigm wars: Is there room for 
rigorous practitioner knowledge in schools and universities? Educational 
Researcher, 28(5), 12-21. 

Au, K., & Jordan, C. (1981). Teaching reading to Hawaiian children. In H. 
Trueba, G. Guthrie, & K. Au (Eds.), Culture and the bilingual classroom (pp. 
139-152). Rowley, MA: Newbury. 

Borko, H., & Putnam, R. (1996). Learning to teach. In R. C. Calfee & D. C. 
Berliner (Eds.), Handbook of educational psychology (pp. 673-708). New York: 
Macmillan. 

Carter, K. (1990). Teachers’ knowledge and learning to teach. In W R. 
Houston (Ed.), Handbook of research on teacher education (pp. 291-310). New 
York: Macmillan. 

Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M. (1987). Teachers’ personal knowledge: 
What counts as personal in studies of the personal, fournal of Curriculum 
Studies, \9( 6), 487-500. 

Cochran-Smith, M., & Lytle, S. L. (1999). The teacher research movement: A 
decade later. Educational Researcher, 28(7), 15-25. 

David, L. H. (1994) Action (1). In S. Guttenplan (Ed.), A companion to the phi- 
losophy of mind (pp. 111-117). London: Blackwell. 



99 



Chapter Four 



Doyle, W. (1979). Classroom tasks and students’ abilities. In P. L. Peterson & H. 
J.Walberg (Eds.), Research on teaching: Concepts, findings and implications (pp. 
183-209). Berkeley, CA: McCutchan. 

Elbaz, F. L. (1983). Teacher thinking: A study of practical knowledge. London: 
Croom Helm. 

Fenstermacher, G. D. (1979). A philosophical consideration of recent research 
on teacher effectiveness. In L. S. Shulman (Ed.), Review of research in educa- 
tion (vol. 6, pp. 157-185). Itasca, IL: Peacock. 

Fenstermacher, G. D. (1993). Where are we going? Who will lead us there? 
Washington, DC: American Association of Colleges of Teacher Education. 

Fenstermacher, G. D. (1994). The knower and the known: The nature of 
knowledge in research on teaching. In L. Darling-Hammond (Ed.), Review 
of research in education (vol. 20, pp. 1-54). Washington: American Educational 
Research Association. 

Fenstermacher, G. D., & Richardson, V. (1993). The elicitation and recon- 
struction of practical arguments in teaching. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 
25(2), 101-114. 

Green, T. (1971). The activities of teaching. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Greenbaum, P. E., & Greenbaum, S. D. (1981). Cultural differences, nonverbal 
regulation, and classroom interaction: Sociolinguistic interference in 
American Indian education. Peabody fournal of Education, 61( 1), 16-33. 

Grossman, P. (1990). The making of a teacher: Teacher knowledge and teacher edu- 
cation. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Johnson, M. (1987). The body in the mind. The bodily basis of meaning, imagina- 
tion, and mind. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 



100 



What Teachers Need to Know About Language 



Kingsolver, B. (1993). Pigs in heaven. New York: HarperCollins. 

Lampert, M., & Ball, D. (1999). Investigating teaching: New pedagogies and new 
technologies for teacher education. Teachers College Press. 

Lehrer, K. (1990). Theory of knowledge. Boulder, CO: Westview Press. 

Munby, H., Martin, A., & Russell, T. (in press). In V Richardson (Ed.). 
Handbook of research on teaching (4 th ed.). Washington, DC: American 
Educational Research Association. 

Murray, F. (1996). Beyond natural teaching: The case for professional educa- 
tion. In F. Murray (Ed.), The teacher educator’s handbook: Building a knowledge 
base for the preparation of teachers (pp. 3-13). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Philips, S. (1983). The invisible culture. New York: Longman. 

Popovi Da. (1969). Indian values, fournal of the Southwest Association of Indian 
Affairs, 15-19. 

Richardson, V (1996). Conducting research on teacher education. In F. 
Murray (Ed.), Handbook for teacher educators (pp. 715-737). San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 

Schon, D. A. (1983). The reflective practitioner. New York: Basic Books. 

Shulman,J. (Ed.). (1992). Case methods in teacher education. New York: Teachers 
College Press. 

Shulman, L. S. (1986). Those who understand: Knowledge growth in teach- 
ing. Educational Researcher, 15(7), 4-14. 

Stephens, J. M. (1967). The process of schooling: A psychological examination. 
Austin, TX: Holt, Rinehart & Winston. 



101 



Chapter Four 



Tom, A. (1995). Stirring the embers: Reconsidering the structure of teacher 
education programs. In M. Wideen & P. Grimmett (Eds.), Changing times in 
teacher education (pp. 117-132). London: Falmer. 

Yinger, R. (1987, April). By the seat of your pants: An inquiry into improvisation 
in teaching. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American 
Educational Research Association, Washington, DC. 



erJc 



109 



102 



What Teachers Need to Know About Language 










no 



103 



Chapter Five 



Chapter Five 



Incorporating Linguistic 
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for Teacher Performance 
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In asserting that teachers need to have a much better understanding of lan- 
guage to help their students develop language skills,' Fillmore and Snow point 
to the increasing number of children of immigrants in the nation’s classrooms, 
as well as students who speak regional and cultural dialects that are different 
from those of mainstream America. These students continue to challenge edu- 
cators’ knowledge and beliefs about language, despite accumulating research 
on patterns in English language learning (Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 2000) and 
on the structure of American English (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes, 1998). Too 
often these students are labeled by schools as not academically able. Such 
labels, which are based on unwarranted assumptions about language, limit stu- 
dents’ potential for success in school and in the workforce. 



ERIC 



To a great extent, academic and career success is dependent on the use of 
Standard English in education and work settings. In preparing students for this 
linguistic reality, school practice has often focused on eliminating other lan- 
guages and vernacular dialects rather than adding to them (Brisk, 1998). Being 
fluent in multiple languages and dialects is not valued in the United States 
unless one’s first language is English and one’s first dialect is Standard English 
Students may forget their first languages over time as schools focus on teach- 
ing them the one way to speak and write that can help move them into the 
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middle class and into professional-level jobs. As a result, many immigrant stu- 
dents cannot communicate effectively with parents and grandparents who 
have little, if any, English proficiency. 

But there are more effective ways for schools to approach language differ- 
ences. Standard English can and should be taught to all students without den- 
igrating the native languages and dialects of their families (Wolfram, Adger, & 
Christian, 1999). Students should be encouraged to speak and write two or 
more languages fluendy. And rather than eliminating their regional or cultural 
dialects, students should become adept at using them along with Standard 
English to negotiate effectively in the range of social settings they encounter. 

For decades, multicultural and bilingual educators have been promoting poli- 
cies and programs that support the development of Standard English while 
using students’ native languages and dialects in the classroom. The accrediting 
agency for the preparation of teachers and other school personnel, the 
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE), has 
required for 25 years that its accredited institutions prepare school personnel 
to work effectively with students from diverse ethnic, racial, language, socioe- 
conomic, gender, religious, and regional backgrounds as well as with students 
with exceptionalities. In this chapter, I assume that these requirements are 
being met, and I react primarily to Fillmore and Snow’s recommendations for 
additional teacher preparation in literacy and language learning. 



Options for Accommodating Educational Linguistics 

Most teacher education programs do not have room in the curriculum to add 
to the coursework now in place (Baca & Escamilla, this volume; Richardson, 
this volume). Many state legislatures or boards of education have limited the 
number of credit hours that can be offered in the education component of a 
teacher education program to allow more time in subject matter preparation 
(Baca & Escamilla, this volume). Most candidates in secondary teaching pro- 
grams major in the subject that they plan to teach and minor in a related area. 
Candidates in elementary education and special education usually take more 
coursework in education than their secondary education counterparts, but 
sometimes they are required to major in a field other than education. A num- 
ber of state agencies have limited the hours required for a baccalaureate to 
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approximately 120. This constraint has led to rigidly prescribed offerings for 
teacher candidates who must major and minor in an academic area and also 
complete professional requirements for teaching. There may be no time left to 
develop the knowledge and skills recommended by Fillmore and Snow. 

Several options do exist for solving the packed-curriculum problem, however. 
Perhaps the current coursework and practical experiences required for pro- 
fessional teacher preparation are no longer appropriate. Education faculty 
should periodically review and revise the requirements. They might follow 
the lead of NCATE, state agencies, and national professional associations as 
they move from a system of specific curricular requirements to one that 
details expectations for candidate performance. If education faculty deter- 
mined the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that beginning teachers should 
possess by the time they finish a teacher education program, the curriculum 
might evolve in a direction that is quite different from today’s. 

NCATE has developed six standards for teacher candidates, three of which 
focus on candidate performance and ability to teach all students: 

* ' Candidates 2 preparing to work in schools as teachers or other professional 
school personnel know and demonstrate the content, pedagogical, and 
professional knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary to help all stu- 
dents 3 learn. Assessments indicate that candidates meet professional, state, 
and institutional 4 standards. (Standard 1 on Candidate Knowledge, Skills, 
and Dispositions) 

8 The unit 5 and its school partners design, implement, and evaluate field 
experiences and clinical practice so that teacher candidates and other 
school personnel develop and demonstrate the knowledge, skills, and dis- 
positions necessary to help all students learn. (Standard 3 on Field 
Experiences and Clinical Practice) 

° The unit designs, implements, and evaluates curriculum and experiences 
for candidates to acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and dispositions 
necessary to help all students learn. These experiences include working 
with diverse higher education and school faculty, diverse candidates, and 
diverse students in preK-12 schools. (Standard 4 on Diversity) (National 
Council for Accreditation ofTeacher Education, 2002, p. 10) 
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Table 1 ^Comparison of Professional Association Standards and Fillmore and Snow's Recommendations 
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In addition to a thorough overhaul of the curriculum, another option is to 
extend the time required to prepare teachers beyond the baccalaureate degree 
to allow for more in-depth study and practice as is required in a number of 
other professional fields. Some institutions have developed 5-year programs 
that end with a master’s degree or post-baccalaureate licensure. Others pre- 
pare teachers only at the master’s level with 1 year of concentrated study, often 
including an internship that extends beyond one semester. Both of these 
options allow candidates to major and minor in an academic discipline, yet 
have additional time to focus on the knowledge essential for teaching and 
learning and to develop the skills and dispositions for helping all students 
learn. It must be noted, however, that even though these programs include 
more time for learning overall, they probably do not attend to the issues of 
culture and linguistics in education that are raised by Fillmore and Snow. 

The recommendations of these authors may be more critical to the prepara- 
tion of elementary school teachers, teachers in bilingual education, teachers of 
English as a second language, reading teachers, and English language arts 
teachers than to teachers in other areas. In fact, there is a precedent for 
addressing much of the language knowledge that Fillmore and Snow advo- 
cate for teacher education. The national standards for the preparation of 
teachers in these fields include some of the critical areas they recommend, as 
shown in Table 1 . (For this table, I have drawn on the standards approved by 
NCATE. 6 The professional organization for Teachers of English to Speakers of 
Other Languages (TESOL) developed standards that were approved by 
NCATE in October 2001. Standards for the preparation of bilingual educa- 
tion teachers have not been presented to NCATE. 

Confronting Limitations 

Table 1 reveals contrasts among the professional standards for teachers of 
English language arts and those for reading teachers and the categories of lan- 
guage knowledge that Fillmore and Snow propose. Even the specialists who 
have primary responsibility for teaching students to read, write, and speak are 
not expected by their professional associations to develop knowledge and 
skills related to linguistic analysis, sociolinguistics, second language learning, 
and text analysis for instructional purposes. This discrepancy has consequences 
for students’ learning. The students who will suffer the most from inattention 




109 



Chapter Five 



to these areas are those who come to school as English language learners or 
with a regional or cultural dialect that contrasts with the school’s expecta- 
tions. Fillmore and Snow point out that students who enter school speaking 
litde or no English have not been receiving the instruction they require to 
master English language structures and patterns of use. If professional stan- 
dards function as limits on the teacher preparation curriculum, this situation 
may not be remedied. 

NCATE and most professional associations expect all teachers to understand 
diversity and be able to build on students’ cultural and language backgrounds 
to help them learn. In the past, accreditation teams looked for evidence that 
the curriculum covered diversity topics, but they did not look for evidence 
that teacher candidates actually had developed the necessary knowledge bases 
and skills. Under the new NCATE standards, Board of Examiners teams will 
be looking for performance evidence that candidates are able to teach all stu- 
dents. Although language is included in NCATE’s broad definition of diversity 
and all students, neither the standards nor their accompanying rubrics refer 
explicidy to English language learners. Candidates may complete teacher 
education programs with limited understanding of the complexity of lan- 
guage and language learning. They may not know that it takes students years 
to learn English well enough to handle academic tasks effectively, even 
though they are able to use English conversationally. They may not “know 
enough about language learning and language itself to evaluate the appropri- 
ateness of various methods, materials, and approaches for helping students 
make progress in learning English” (Fillmore & Snow, this volume, p. 33). 

Despite the consequences of limited teacher knowledge about language and 
language learning, it may be that Fillmore and Snow are simply too optimistic 
in expecting all teachers to have the knowledge and skills outlined in their 
chapter. Nonetheless, it does seem appropriate for all teachers to have some 
basic understanding of (1) language and linguistics, (2) language and diversity, 
(3) sociolinguistics in a linguistically diverse society, (4) second language 
learning and teaching, which could include text analysis, and (5) the language 
of academic discourse. These knowledge bases and skills do not have to be 
translated into discrete courses in a teacher education program, but they 
should be incorporated into the curriculum, experiences, and assessments 
used throughout the program. Perhaps some of the knowledge related to 
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language, linguistics, and diversity should be gained and enhanced through 
courses and experiences in arts and sciences prior to embarking on prepara- 
tion for an education career. If teacher educators believe that these knowledge 
bases and skills are important, some of them should be assessed at admission 
into teacher education, others at completion of the program. 

Teacher knowledge of language use patterns and language development 
processes is critical to ensuring that all children and youth have the opportu- 
nity to be academically successful. The chances that English language learners 
and students with stigmatized regional or cultural dialects will be left behind 
are great unless educators understand language, linguistics, cultural differences, 
and second language learning well enough to develop appropriate instruc- 
tional strategies to help these students learn. How can we afford to place 
teachers in our classrooms who do not appreciate language diversity and who 
do not know how to help students understand and use English at a level nec- 
essary for academic discourse? If we are unwilling to take on the challenge 
of preparing teachers to work effectively with English language learners and 
students with stigmatized dialects, we will be fading both our children and 
our profession. 
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Notes 



1 Although neither English language arts nor literacy are fields in which I 
am academically well grounded, I know that the authors are quite correct. 
The perspective offered here comes from my background in multicultural 
education and from NCATE’s work in accreditation for teachers. It is influ- 
enced also by the fact that I did learn to diagram sentences in the third or 
fourth grade in a small rural school in Indiana. In addition, I was required 
to take a 1-hour speech course when I began college to unlearn my south- 
ern Indiana dialect. 

2 Candidates include persons preparing to teach; teachers who are continuing 
their professional development; and persons preparing for other professional 
roles in schools, such as principals, school psychologists, and school library 
media specialists. 

3 “All students” includes students with exceptionalities and of different eth- 
nic, racial, gender, language, religious, socioeconomic, and regional/geo- 
graphic origins. 

4 Institutional standards are reflected in the unit’s conceptual framework and 
include candidate proficiencies. 

5 The unit is the institution, college, school, department, or other administra- 
tive body with the responsibility for managing or coordinating all programs 
offered for the initial and continuing preparation of teachers and other school 
personnel, regardless of where these programs are administratively housed. 

6 NC ATE’s program standards can be downloaded from its Web site at 
www.ncate.org. 
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they are to successfully teach all children to read, write, and speak Standard 
English. They are also correct in asserting that teachers should acquire lin- 
guistic knowledge in the context of learning how language figures in educa- 
tion. The writers are not calling for making every teacher a linguist or a 
cultural anthropologist, but rather for including educational linguistics in the 
essential core of teachers’ knowledge. 

Teachers need to understand how central childrens language is to who they 
are and how they define themselves. Teachers need to understand that chil- 
dren’s language development involves acquiring not only the structure of the 
native language (s) but also fundamental patterns of social interaction. Virtually 
all children naturally develop the ability to use a language with complex rules 
that are consistent and that are shared by other members of their community. 
This apparendy simple truth is perhaps the most important linguistic under- 
standing for all teachers in our schools. Teachers must respect the language 
that children bring to school even as they teach them Standard En glis h. 



Sandra Feldman 

American Federation of Teachers 



Lily Wong Fillmore and Catherine Snow are absolutely right when they assert 
that it is necessary for teachers to systematically learn more about language if 
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A critical role of the public school is to assure that all students, regardless of 
home language, master the language of the mainstream. They must have com- 
mand of its conventions for speaking and writing. If children come to school 
speaking vernacular dialects or a language other than English, it is particularly 
important that they be taught Standard English direcdy. In such cases, what 
the teacher knows about language will gready influence her success in help- 
ing students master Standard English and learn to read. Indeed, a good deal of 
the content of educational linguistics outlined by Fillmore and Snow is essen- 
tial if we are to develop teachers who are able to be successful in our plural- 
istic classrooms, where demand for the skills and knowledge necessary for 
teaching Standard English grows more acute as school populations become 
ever more diverse. 

Educational linguistics provides the substance for a serious course of study 
regarding multicultural pedagogy. A teacher who has mastered that curricu- 
lum will be a genuine multicultural educator whose pedagogy is culturally 
responsive and capitalizes on students’ cultural backgrounds rather than over- 
riding or negating them. 



The AFT Perspective on Literacy Instruction 

The American Federation of Teachers (AFT) has long recognized the need 
for teachers to be better prepared if they are to meet the challenges of edu- 
cating all of America s children to high standards (American Federation of 
Teachers, 2000a). We know that if teachers are expected to raise student 
achievement in a highly heterogeneous classroom, they need to acquire and 
continuously hone the skills necessary to do so. Teachers need to learn how 
difficult it can be for children to adapt to the culture, language, activities, man- 
ners, and ideologies promoted and experienced in school. They need knowl- 
edge that goes well beyond the popular diversity or multicultural sensitivity 
workshops currently offered to education professionals. When teachers have 
substantial knowledge about the structure of language, sociolinguistics, lan- 
guage development, and second language learning, they have the tools for 
helping children develop the language and literacy skills they need, and they 
have the mindset necessary to deal with unexpected turns in the path toward 
that goal. 
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The standards movement calls for different practices in teacher preparation 
and professionalism with regard to language and literacy. At present, many 



linguistically, racially, culturally, and ethnically diverse classrooms. One result of 
this lack of appropriate preparation is the current high rate of reading diffi- 
culty, particularly among poor and minority children. 

In many urban schools, student achievement is improving (American 
Federation of Teachers, 2000b), but it is nonetheless disturbing to find statis- 
tics that indicate that 

• approximately 20% of elementary school students nationwide have signif- 
icant problems learning to read. 

• between 60% and 70% of English language learners and Latino and 
African American children have significant reading difficulties. 

• at least 20% of elementary school students do not read fluendy enough to 
enjoy or engage in independent reading. 

° one third of poor readers nationwide are from college-educated families. 

• 25% of adults lack the basic literacy skills required in a typical job. 
(American Federation ofTeachers, 1999a, 1999b; Learning First Alliance & 
American Federation ofTeachers, 1998) 

These outcomes are unacceptable. Teachers must be better prepared to teach 
reading. The AFT has called for reform of teacher preparation and professional 
development to ensure that teachers know how to teach reading to all chil- 
dren, most particularly to English language learners and vernacular English 
speakers. As we noted in the preface to a recent publication, 

Reading is the fundamental skill upon which all formal edu- 
cation depends. Research now shows that a child who doesn’t 
learn the reading basics early is unlikely to learn them at all. 

Any child who doesn’t learn to read early and well will not 
master other skills and knowledge, and is unlikely to ever 
flourish in school or in life. 

Low reading achievement, more than any other factor, is the 
root cause of chronically low-performing schools, which harm 



teachers are unprepared to teach to standards and to function effectively in 
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students and contribute to the loss of public confidence in 
our school system. When many children don’t learn to read, 
the public schools cannot and will not be regarded as success- 



ful— and efforts to dismande them will proceed. (American 
Federation of Teachers, 1999b, p. 5) 

The AFT strongly believes that teachers in the primary grades, especially those 
who are given the responsibility of teaching reading, must be provided with 
expert training in reading pedagogy if they are to be held accountable for stu- 
dent achievement. Unlike acquiring spoken language, learning to read is not a 
process that occurs naturally. Reading must be learned through instruction. 

A teacher who is well prepared to teach reading knows how to instruct stu- 
dents to decipher words in print, develop comprehension skills, and learn 
from text so that they enjoy reading. To be competent in reading instruction, 
a teacher must, at a minimum, have knowledge of the psychology of reading 
and its development; understand the structure of the English language; apply 
best practices in all aspects of reading instruction; and use validated, reliable, 
efficient assessments to inform classroom practice. 

Studies have demonstrated that when teachers are adequately trained in read- 
ing pedagogy and have in-depth knowledge of language development and 
use, their students’ achievement improves dramatically (August & Hakuta, 
1997; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). But most teachers have at best a single 
reading methods course in their pre-service preparation, and the content of 
that course may not reflect the current consensus on reading instruction. 
Without a better understanding of the reading process and how students learn 
to read, teachers cannot adequately deliver reading instruction, nor can they 
properly assess reading performance, address student errors, anticipate the 
needs of slow and fast learners, or choose texts. 

The AFT has proposed a core curriculum for teachers that dovetails with 
much of the linguistic knowledge that Fillmore and Snow believe to be 
essential (AFT, 1999b). We call for teachers to be educated to provide the fol- 
lowing components and practices in their reading instruction: 

® Direct teaching of decoding, comprehension, and literature appreciation. 

• Phoneme awareness instruction. 
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• Systematic and explicit instruction in the code system of written English. 

• Daily exposure to a variety of texts, as well as incentives for children to 
read independendy and with others. 

• Vocabulary instruction that includes a variety of complementary methods 
designed to explore the relationship among word structure, origin, and 
meaning. 

• Comprehension strategies that include prediction of outcomes, summariz- 
ing, clarification, questioning, and visualization. 

• Frequent writing of prose to enable deeper understanding of what is read. 

Getting the Job Done 

Although there is research consensus on the knowledge teachers must master 
in order to develop student competence in language and literacy (Burns, 
Griffin, & Snow, 1998; National Reading Panel, 2000), many teachers have 
not had an opportunity to acquire that knowledge. We can no longer remain 
idle as large numbers of children fail to learn to read and are diagnosed incor- 
rectly and disproportionately as having learning disabilities or mental retarda- 
tion. University faculty must grant educational linguistics the importance it 
deserves, and in-service professional development must expose teachers to the 
consensus literature on how best to teach reading. 

But this is more easily said than done. There are barriers that we must under- 
stand and overcome if we are to succeed in getting better pre-service prepa- 
ration and in-service professional development for teachers: 

° Most teacher education departments do not have faculty who can teach the 
prescribed content. Nor do most of them have access to faculty in the arts 
and sciences who are interested in developing such courses for teachers. It 
is necessary, as Fillmore and Snow suggest, to adapt the content of current 
linguistic courses to meet the needs of future teachers. Unfortunately, this 
need is often misinterpreted as “dumbing down” material for education 
majors. We must overcome this barrier and make clear that we are calling 
for rigorous courses with high standards and relevant information. 

• Most of the content specified by the AFT and by Fillmore and Snow is not 
included on state licensing exams or in course requirements for teachers. It 
is unlikely that change will occur merely because of “the current political 




118 



What Teachers Need to Know About Language 



situation surrounding debates about bilingual education and the rather 
frantic search for better methods of teaching reading” that have energized 
Fillmore and Snow (this volume, p. 42). We must use policy levers to move 
the university, and state licensure requirements seem a likely place to begin. 
If, as appears to be the case, teacher education programs and universities 
more generally are going to be held accountable for the outcomes of their 
students, 1 and if the material we are discussing becomes part of the course- 
work that is required by the state and assessed by the state licensure tests, 
then it is probable that teacher education faculty will include the material 
in the teacher education curriculum. 

For the most part, teachers are educated in undergraduate school, where 
teacher education is often limited to the last two years of college. During 
those two years, the teacher education program must, at a minimum, pro- 
vide candidates with the material mandated by the state for initial licensure 
and that required by the college for graduation — a major or a minor con- 
centration in addition to pedagogy courses and clinical training. The con- 
tent of educational linguistics is important for teachers, but we must 
recognize that it competes with other essential content. Instituting a 5-year 
teacher-training program that could accommodate more courses is 
improbable in the short term. Thus we must determine what educational 
linguistic content is crucial for pre-service education for all teachers, what 
is necessary for those teachers with a primary responsibility for teaching 
the language arts, and what must be part of continuing professional devel- 
opment for all teachers. 

If the content proposed by Fillmore and Snow is to be part of the educa- 
tion of teachers, then other content that they currently are required to 
learn and that faculty are currently prepared to teach must be eliminated 
or significantly altered to accommodate this new knowledge. The eco- 
nomics and p oH tics of this statement are not trivial. The AFT has called 
for “funding to enable the teaching profession to reach agreement on and 
recommend that colleges adopt rigorous core curricula in pedagogy based 
on the best research into how students learn and on the content-specific 
teaching methods shown to be effective with students” (American 
Federation of Teachers, 2000a, p.8). Without that professional consensus, 
the university will reshape teacher education based on the predilections of 
some faculty members. As a result, the professional education that teach- 
ers receive will vary greatly from place to place — unlike the training in 
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other professions — and whether they are exposed to the material called 
for in the AFT report or in the Fillmore and Snow chapter will remain a 
matter of chance. 



One Possibility 

The AFT believes that the way to improve teacher preparation is to develop 
policies that strengthen teaching as a profession. Every prestigious profession 
has developed a set of broadly agreed upon understandings about the training 
needed for induction. It is time for the teaching profession to establish similar 
understandings. As the late Albert Shanker wrote, 

To be considered a true profession, an occupation must have 
a distinct body of knowledge — acknowledged by practitioner 
and consumer alike — that undergirds the profession and forms 
the basis of delivering high-quality services to clients. (1996, 

p. 220) 

To that end, the National Academy of Education, in collaboration with the 
American Federation ofTeachers, has secured funding for a project designed 
to identify the core content that teacher candidates should have in cognitive 
psychology, human development, educational assessment, and teaching strate- 
gies, particularly as they relate to language development. The project will also 
identify what pre-kindergarten and elementary teachers should know and be 
able to do to teach reading. A blue ribbon panel, co-chaired by Linda Darling 
Hammond and John Bransford and working in cooperation with a diverse 
set of teacher education institutions, will be deliberating and making recom- 
mendations with an eye to feasibility of implementation in a variety of col- 
lege and university settings. The panel’s meetings might provide an 
opportunity for the Fillmore and Snow proposal to get a fair hearing along- 
side the competing educational needs of pre-service teachers. It could also be 
the forum where a workable solution can be determined regarding the con- 
tent and scope of educational linguistics that should be accommodated in 
undergraduate education. 
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Note 



1 Title II of the Higher Education Act has reporting requirements regarding 
teacher education programs’ effectiveness in preparing students to pass state 
licensure tests. If the material is incorporated into such tests, it might very well 
drive the curriculum of teacher education in a positive fashion. 
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Epilogue 



Catherine E. Snow 
Harvard University 



The paper and commentaries collected in this volume address a crucially 
important issue, one that has never been dealt with in any organized way in 
the United States. The issue is, very simply, what teachers need to know about 
language in order to work successfully with their students. In our original 
paper, which led to the development of this volume, Lily Wong Fillmore and 
I started with linguistic knowledge because we see it as central to the com- 
munication that is prerequisite to all teaching, and because we see it as partic- 
ularly relevant to the teaching of literacy, a domain of considerable concern. 
In addition, of course, we are both researchers in the field of language devel- 
opment, so we understand the connections between linguistic knowledge and 
good pedagogical practice better than we understand parallel connections for 
knowledge of mathematics, history, and science. 

The key point here, though, is that the core knowledge teachers need for any 
of the challenging tasks they face has never been defined and agreed upon, 
whether about language, pedagogy, or content. Major advances in the history 
of medical education came with the Flexner Report (1910), which defined 
the core knowledge all medical students needed to have. The immediate con- 
sequence of the Flexner Report was that many establishments that had been 
preparing medical doctors were closed, resulting in a temporary shortage of 
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doctors. The long-term consequences were that medical education and the 
prerequisites for entry to medical school became highly consistent in content 
and much better in quality. Of course, the recommendations of the Flexner 
Report were given considerable clout by the funding support from the 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching and the Rockefeller 
Foundation, which subsequendy made a massive investment in promoting the 
recommended model. 

It is difficult to imagine a Flexner-like process being undertaken for teacher 
education, particularly in this era of enormous teacher shortages. Perhaps a 
somewhat different procedure — open discussion leading to an emerging con- 
sensus — will have a similar impact. This volume is designed to contribute to 
such a discussion. Indeed, the paper and commentaries included here repre- 
sent a model for the respectful discussion that we hope will ultimately gener- 
ate consensus about what teachers need to know. 

Historical Context 

When Lily Wong Fillmore and I started discussing our wish list of language- 
related knowledge for teacher candidates in September of 1998, we had little 
idea that we were entering into an existing lively national conversation. 
Teacher education and the knowledge base to be expected of teachers are the 
focus of considerably more attention, more worry, and more work than we 
then realized. This concern is now much more widely shared than we could 
have foreseen, and interest in these issues has grown over the last few years. 
Our small contribution to the discussion about teacher education, focusing 
on language-related knowledge domains, was motivated by a concern about 
the changing demographics of classrooms and the resultant need for teachers 
to understand second language acquisition and the many kinds of differences 
among languages. As it turns out, the specific topic of preparing teachers to 
work with immigrant students and other English language learners was also 
being thought about by Valdes (1998) and by- Gonzalez and Darling- 
Hammond (1997). Meanwhile, the superordinate topic of preparing teachers 
to function in urban schools was fuelling vast numbers of studies, articles, and 
concerns (see Weiner, 2000, for a review). 
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In the years since the first draft of “What Teachers Need to Know About 
Language” was circulated among friends, then expanded somewhat and 
posted to the Web, we have come to comprehend better the enormity and the 
ubiquity of the issues we were naively raising as if they were novel and unrec- 
ognized. Some of the expanded dimensions of these issues are suggested by 
the very insightful commentaries collected in this volume: 

• The pressure from all sides for more time to be devoted to teacher prepa- 
ration, even as the length of such programs in some places is being cut. 

• The varying amounts and types of knowledge needed by teachers prepar- 
ing to work with children of different ages, from different backgrounds, 
and in different school settings. 

• The impossibility of including everything one needs to know about lin- 
guistic and cultural differences in a preservice program, thus the need to 
demand ongoing professional development for teachers that extends and 
elaborates on their preservice education after they begin teaching. 

• The lack of a clear consensus on how best to ensure learning of the cru- 
cial content, whether in traditional university classrooms or in practicum 
settings where important aspects of teacher preparation go on. 

• The difficulty of finding policy levers that would produce increased atten- 
tion to educational linguistics in teacher preparation and ongoing devel- 
opment. 

The richness of these commentaries derives from the varying perspectives of 
the writers, who work in the fields of early childhood education, preparation 
of bilingual teachers, teacher certification, teacher professional development, 
and teacher education. The complementarity of the various commentaries is 
further evidence of the broad scope of the issues raised here, as the commen- 
tators did not read each other’s chapters as they wrote their own. 




Developments in Teacher Education Reform 

The first draft of “Wffiat Teachers Need to Know About Language” emerged 
into a world where many others were thinking about related issues and mak- 
ing important — in some cases large-scale — efforts to address the enhance- 
ment of teacher education. Sandra Feldman’s commentary mentions one of 
these — the establishment by the National Academy of Education (NAE), 
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with funding from the U.S. Department of Education, of a committee to 
make recommendations about both the content and the design of teacher 
education. That committee, chaired by Linda Darling-Hammond and John 
Bransford, plans to produce a report in 2002. It has furthermore established a 
subcommittee focused specifically on the preparation of teachers to teach 
reading. The justification for this domain-focused subcommittee was that a 
widespread consensus exists about the research-informed knowledge base for 
teaching reading, as summarized in Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young 
Children (National Research Council, 1998) and the Report of the National 
Reading Panel (National Reading Panel, 2000). Given this consensus about 
what children need to know to be successful readers, and about which oppor- 
tunities to learn and instructional strategies are of value in helping them 
become successful readers, it should be easy to define the content of teacher 
preparation programs. 

Other past and ongoing efforts have proposed policies to bring about needed 
improvements in preparation to teach reading and to address the larger issue 
of teaching effectively in school systems characterized by significant demo- 
graphic changes, raised standards, and the challenges of urban schooling. Some 
of these efforts are listed here. 



° The establishment of the National Commission on Teaching and Americas 
Future (NCTAF) and the issuance of its 1996 report, What Matters Most: 
Teaching for America’s Future. 

8 A series of statements and publications issued by the American Federation 
of Teachers (AFT), including a resolution, Improving Reading Achievement: 
It’s Union Work (1998), that endorsed the importance of professional prepa- 
ration and professional development in reading for all teachers; a booklet, 
Teaching Reading IS Rocket Science (1999), which outlines domains of lin- 
guistic and orthographic knowledge that all teachers should possess; and a 
statement, Building a Profession: Strengthening Teacher Preparation and Induction 
(2000), focused on entrance and exit standards for teacher preparation pro- 
grams and guidelines for clinical experiences and curriculum. 

• The formation by the International Reading Association (IRA) of a 
Commission on Excellence in Teacher Education that will, among other 
activities, develop a description and analysis of programs designated as 
excellent in preparing teachers of reading, to further the work initiated by 
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IRA’s revised Standards for Reading Professionals (International Reading 
Association, n.d.). 

• Formulation of revised model standards for teacher knowledge in the 
domain of literacy by many states and by a number of national organiza- 
tions, including the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support 
Consortium (INTASC, 1998), the National Council for Accreditation of 
Teacher Education (NCATE, 1999), and the Teacher Education 
Accreditation Council (TEAC, 2000). 

• Publication by the U.S. Department of Education (1998) of a report 
focused on new ways to improve teacher quality. 

® Enhanced attention to teacher preparation by the Carnegie Corporation 
of New York, which invited applications for funding to develop teacher 
education models (Grosso de Leon, 2001). The Corporation funded insti- 
tutes at Harvard University and at Rutgers University at which teams from 
teacher education institutions and professional development efforts could 
work on improvement plans for their own undertakings. The Corporation 
has also supported the development of a consensus statement on the impli- 
cations for teacher education of the “opportunity to learn” conditions 
identified in Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children (National 
Research Council, 1998) as necessary for children to become proficient 
readers. 

° Publication by the Education Leaders Council of a report focused on 
teacher quality and revised certification standards (Kanstoroom & Finn, 
1999). 

° The establishment by the American Educational Research Association of a 
commission on teacher education. 

° The decision by two independent study groups convened by RAND, with 
funding from the U. S. Department of Education, to highlight the central- 
ity of research on teacher education within their recommendations. The 
groups were tasked with developing educational research agendas for 
mathematics and reading respectively. (See www.rand.org/multi/achieve- 
mentforall for draft versions of both reports and responses to them.) 

This fist does not, of course, exhaust the current interest in teacher education 

and professional development. 
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If we had been aware of this high level of concern and activity when we first 
started talking about these issues, Lily Wong Fillmore and I would perhaps 
have been more apprehensive, as teacher education novices, even to enter the 
fray. Now that we are somewhat better informed, though, we continue to 
hope that there is some value to our focus on the role of learning about lan- 
guage in the preparation of teachers who will be encountering linguistically 
and culturally diverse classes and in the preparation of teachers with the 
responsibility for teaching reading — two groups that come close to being 
coextensive with the class of all teachers. 



Likely Remedies 

The observation that originally motivated our writing “What Teachers Need 
to Know About Language” — that teacher preparation programs pay far too 
little attention to language — has since been confirmed. In a meeting in 2001 
at Harvard University of teams from 16 teacher education programs in vari- 
ous universities, none of the teams reported requiring a course in educational 
linguistics. By the end of the institute, several had decided that developing 
such a course would become one of their program goals. While this is heart- 
ening, it raises the next issue — who will teach such courses? Most faculty in 
teacher education programs are insufficiently schooled in linguistics to do so, 
and faculty in linguistics departments are often not aware of the ways in 
which their courses would need to be adapted to demonstrate relevance to 
literacy and education. 

The difficulty of making linguistic knowledge relevant to teachers and 
prospective teachers is hardly new. In 1971, the linguist Robbins Burling pub- 
lished an article called “Talking to Teachers About Social Dialects,” in which 
he recounted the difficulties of making the technical aspects and the value of 
linguistic analysis accessible to teachers. He also described the insights that 
come from learning how to do so, however. Perhaps educational linguistics 
could constitute a model for collaboration between the faculty of education 
and the faculty of arts and sciences; co-teaching courses creates opportunities 
for both faculty members to learn new concepts, and it can provide both with 
opportunities to learn more about their own fields as well. Many of the 
changes in teacher education that are being discussed by the American 
Federation of Teachers, the National Academy of Education, the American 

136 



Epilogue 



129 



Educational Research Association, and other groups involve two main 
dimensions: specifying foundation skills that students should possess for 
entry to teacher education and greater involvement of arts and sciences fac- 
ulties in both the foundational and the professional phases of teacher prepa- 
ration. Educational linguistics might be a promising domain in which to 
work out the details of such arrangements. (See Spring, Flynn, Joseph, Moses, 
Steele, & Webb, 2000, for various models of introductory linguistics courses 
for nonlinguists.) 

As the commentaries in this volume make clear, the challenge of implement- 
ing our recommendations is great. Some domains of teacher preparation are 
easy to divide into content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge spheres 
(Shulman, 2000), but for the domains of language and literacy, it is extremely 
hard to draw this division. Language is unlike mathematics, history, or biol- 
ogy — domains in which the adult’s knowledge is mostly the product of 
instructional encounters. A native language is typically learned informally, in 
ways that may not generate much explicit metalinguistic or analytic knowl- 
edge. Greater metalinguistic awareness may come from learning additional 
languages, but in this country, the incidence of multilingualism among teach- 
ers is unfortunately quite low. 

Furthermore, the scope of the knowledge about language that teachers 
require is broader and less well defined than for other subject matter domains, 
such as biology. At some levels, this knowledge is accessible to everyone 
because they know at least one language, but at other levels it is highly tech- 
nical. A teacher needs content knowledge about language — knowledge about 
the existence of phonemes and morphemes, for example, or about the analy- 
sis of grammatical structure — but such knowledge is needed in order to 
understand children’s development as learners and readers, not in order to 
convert it into pedagogical content to impart to the children. 

Perhaps the minimum that teachers need in the domain of language is curios- 
ity about words, a positive attitude toward linguistic analysis, and a willingness 
to learn about new languages. No one person knows all about the several 
hundred thousand words of English, nor does anyone know about the struc- 
tures of all the approximately 6,000 languages and 100-plus orthographies 
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extant in the world. Such comprehensive knowledge is not what is being sug- 
gested here. 

The first benchmark en route to mastery of the domain of language for 
teachers should perhaps be defined as familiarity with the dimensions on 
which words and languages might vary and an unrelenting willingness to 
learn more. This level of knowledge would give teachers a basic set of tools to 
use to analyze new situations they encounter and a framework on which to 
accumulate new learning. When an English language learner struggles with a 
skill in reading, or when a colleague recommends speech therapy for a ver- 
nacular dialect speaker, the teacher will be able to consider the linguistic facts 
and form a recommendation based on them. If we could ensure that teachers 
graduate from their preparation programs having met that benchmark, and if 
we could provide professional development that responded to their willing- 
ness to learn, the quality of education enjoyed by English language learners, 
by speakers of vernacular dialects, and by those finding it difficult to learn to 
read would be improved. 

In this volume, our goal has been to provoke and inform the debate on 
what teachers need to know about language. It is our hope that future gen- 
erations of teachers will know a lot more about this foundational, yet over- 
looked, domain. 
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The Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) is a nationwide 
information network that aims to improve educational practice by providing 
ready access to current, high-quality education literature. ERIC maintains the 
world’s largest database of education-related materials. The ERIC database is 
available worldwide via the Internet and CD-ROM. 

ERIC also provides direct assistance to those seeking information on edu- 
cation through its network of subject-specific clearinghouses, each of which 
offers a question-answering service and provides a wide range of free and 
low-cost publications on current topics in education. 

The ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics (ERIC/CLL) 
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Lily Wong Fillmore and Catherine E. Snow argue that all teachers need a depth 
and breadth of expertise about language to support their students' language and 
literacy development. In the first chapter of this book, they tell us what they think 
teachers need to know about language and why. They then outline the courses in 
educational linguistics that they think all teachers should take as part of their pre- 
service or inservice education. 

This chapter is followed by five commentaries by writers with expertise in early 
childhood education, teacher education and certification, and professional devel- 
opment for teachers. The concluding chapter is Catherine Snow's response to the 
commentaries. 

This volume, intended primarily for those involved in teacher education and pro- 
fessional development, addresses a crucial but heretofore undiscussed issue: the 
knowledge about language that teachers need in order to be effective educators 
in a linguistically and culturally diverse society. 



For online information about this series and the other books included in it, 
please visit www.cal.org/ericcll/LIE 
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